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INTRODUCTION
Travels w ith Fiction in the Field o f Biography is a variation 
on one of R obert Louis Stevenson’s book titles: it echoes 
Travels with a Donkey in the Cevennes, the heading of 
Stevenson’s 1879 autobiographical account of a walking 
journey through the French M assif Central. To have a title 
that rewrites an existing one seems appropriate for a study 
in which rewriting is a key concept. It is no coincidence 
either that Stevenson’s afterlife as a character in fiction is 
the subject of one of its case studies. As my title suggests, 
the chapters to  come will follow fiction on its travels of 
exploration in the field of biography -  a field in which many 
changes have taken place over the last three decades. By 
signalling these changes as well as providing an overview of 
the available literature on the fictionalisation of biography, 
this in troduction  will lay the foundations for my theoretical 
fram ework and form ulate the questions that underlie the 
research in the chapters about the writing of the lives of 
H enry James, R obert Louis Stevenson and Oscar Wilde.
Fiction has travelled the field of biography extensively in 
recent years: the num ber of novels about historical individuals 
and their real lives went up dramatically around the tu rn  of 
the millennium, especially in literature in English. Gathering 
m om entum  in the decades following the 1960s and 70s, 
the phenomenon of fiction representing characters based 
on historical figures truly exploded after the mid-1990s. 
Well-known examples of biographical novels include J.M. 
Coetzee’s The Master of St Petersburg (1994), a fiction about 
Fyodor Dostoevsky; Malcolm Bradbury’s To the Hermitage 
(2000), which features Denis Diderot as a character; Peter 
Carey’s Booker Prize winner True History of the Kelly Qang 
(2000), about Australian outlaw Ned Kelly; Beryl Bainbridge’s 
According to Queeney (2001), in which Samuel Johnson appears;
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and novels by Peter Ackroyd about Thomas 
Chatterton, John M ilton and Charles Lamb.1 
Even m ore recently, Emma Tennant, Colm 
Toibin, David Lodge and Michiel Heyns 
have published novels about H enry James,
Julian Barnes has w ritten an historical 
novel in which A rthu r Conan Doyle is 
one of the m ain characters and Edm und W hite has used 
the life stories of Fanny Trollope and 
Stephen Crane as subjects for his fiction.2 
Judging from  the m ultitude of examples of 
the contem porary merging of biography 
and fiction, the proliferation of texts that 
fictionalise the life stories of historical 
individuals is a developm ent that demands 
closer scrutiny, even if, or precisely because 
it is increasingly difficult to  distinguish 
between genres.
Fiction about real lives has taken off 
amid the ‘renaissance’ of biography in 
the late-twentieth and early-twenty-first 
centuries. A t the present juncture in time, 
life-writing, in whichever form , is boom ing 
business. For several years already, English 
book store chains like W aterstone’s and 
Blackwell’s have had specially designated 
Biography sections, which frequently m atch their Fiction 
departm ents in term s of shop floor space. The W aterstone’s 
flagship store in Piccadilly, London, used to  feature a 
vast Biography section on its ground floor, with Fiction 
delegated to  a less prom inent first floor. The Piccadilly 
W aterstone’s may have relocated their Biography section 
since, bu t it remains one of its biggest departm ents.
Recognising the reading public’s interest in life stories, 
‘Biography’ is frequently used as a subtitle in books that write
Ackroyd publishec 
Chatterton in 1987 
and Milton in America  
in 1996. The Lambs of 
London is from 2004.
Tennant's novel about 
Jam es is Felony (2002), 
Toibin's is callec 
The Master (2004), 
Lodge's Author, Author
(2004) and Heyns's 
The Typewriter's Tale
(2005). Conan Doyle is 
a charac ter  in Juliar 
Barnes's Arthur and 
George (2005) anc 
White's novels about 
Trollope and Crane are 
Fanny: a Fiction  (2004) 
and Hotel de Dream  
(2007).
16
the histories of non-hum an subjects: Peter A ckroyd’s London 
(2000) presents itself as “A  Biography”; Phillip Knightley’s 
Australia (2000) as “A  Biography of a N ation”; and Melvyn 
Bragg’s The Adventure of English (2003) as 
“The Biography of a Language” .3 
In confirm ation of the fact that 
biographical writing has become a 
cultural as well as commercial force to 
be reckoned with, at least two European 
institutions established their own 
schools of biography in 2005: Groningen 
University in The Netherlands and the 
Ludwig Boltzmann Institute in Vienna. 
Both followed Richard H olm es’s appointm ent as Professor 
of Biography at East Anglia in 2000 and the introduction 
of M A  courses in life-writing at British universities such as 
Buckingham and King’s College, London.
The im pression that, over the last th irty  years, biography 
has developed as a form  of writing that can no longer be 
studied as a m inor category of either h istory or literature 
is shared by many historians and literary scholars: Aleid 
Fokkema has even called this period “the age of biography” 
(1999: 42). In M apping Lives (2002), Peter France and W illiam 
St Clair observe that, “In our own times, in the English­
speaking world at least, we have only to  look at the shelves 
of bookshops or the book pages in the newspapers to 
become aware of the extraordinary and apparently growing 
popularity of biography” (3). Nigel H am ilton’s concise 
h istory of the genre, Biography: A  Brief History (2007), 
starts with the sentence, “Biography -  that is to  say, our 
creative and non-fictional ou tpu t devoted to  recording 
and interpreting real lives -  has enjoyed an extraordinary 
renaissance in recent years” (1). ‘Renaissance’ is also the 
word used by Cora Kaplan in her Victoriana to  refer to  what 
she calls “ [b]iography’s trium phal m om ent in the twenty-
3
More outlandish 
examples include H2O:
A Biography of Water by 
Philip Ball (2000) and 
E = M C 2: A Biography of 
the World's Most Famous 
Equation  by David 
Bodanis (2000).
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first cen tury” (2007: 37).4 “As the genre of 4 See Kaplan 2007: 40 for 
choice for the com m on reader, life writing the use of "renaissance 
in all its forms is having its day” , Kaplan 
concludes after a visit to W aterstone’s in Piccadilly. It should be 
noted that Kaplan talks about life-writing “in all its form s”: in 
her view, the genre is not only rejuvenated by an increase in the 
writing and publication of non-fictional biographies, but also by 
the proliferation of fictional texts about historical individuals. 
Indeed, the chapter in Kaplan’s Victoriana dealing with the 
renaissance of biography focuses on the clutch of recent 
biographical novels about Henry James mentioned above. I agree 
with Kaplan: the developm ent of fiction about real lives has 
significantly contributed to  the (new) golden age of biography.
A GOLDEN AGE OF BIOGRAPHY 
THEORY
The word ‘renaissance’ is not only applicable to 
contem porary biography, but also to  writing about biography. 
It is no t just that life-writing has become a more productive 
and commercially successful industry; as a subject for 
academic research, it has also gained more prestige. Eric 
Hom berger and John Charmley (1988), John Batchelor (1995) 
M ary Rhiel and David Suchoff (1996), Paula 
Backscheider (1999), David Ellis (2002), Peter 
France and W illiam St Clair (2002), Michael 
Holroyd (2002), Hermione Lee (2005 and 
2009) and Nigel Ham ilton (2007 and 2008) 
have all written or edited substantial new 
critical texts specifically about biography 
in the past three decades, while the Dutch 
and Austrian research institutes m entioned 
earlier have complemented this list with 
publications of their own.5
The Dutch institute: 
Renders 2005: Renders 
and Dane 2007; Renders 
and Voerman 2007; 
Hoefte, Meel and Renders 
2008; and Van Gerwen, 
Metze and Renders 2008. 
The Austrian institute: 
Fetz and Schweiger 
2006; and Fetz 2009.
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O ne of the m ost im portan t issues dealt w ith in 
these studies is the perhaps typically postm odern  
experim entation  w ith the form  o f biography, as a 
result of which alternative varieties o f life-writing have 
flourished. F ictionalisation and the m ore overt use of 
novelistic techniques are often m entioned  as the m ost 
significant developm ents in biography, and it is recognised 
tha t innovations o f this k ind have con tribu ted  to  the 
increased popularity  o f the genre, bo th  w ith the general 
reading public and the academic w orld. As M ichael 
H olroyd writes, “ [t]he last forty  years have been full 
o f such experim ent [Peter A ckroyd’s exploration  of 
fictionalisation in his 1990 Dickens biography] and may 
be seen as a golden age of biography -  a second golden 
age [after Sam uel Johnson ’s Life o f Richard Savage]”
(2003: 40). To a large extent, the renaissance o f biography 
is a consequence o f the challenging o f the form  by 
biographers and novelists alike; a life-w riter’s wrestling 
w ith the genre’s conventions very often  results in fiction 
about historical individuals.
In his preface to  The Invention o f Dr Cake (2003), a 
fictional narrative about John Keats (or, at least, someone 
who is taken for the poet), Andrew M otion explains how 
the writing of this text was inspired by a questioning of the 
“traditional form s of biography”:
After more than fifteen years of writing orthodox Lives — 
beginning at the beginning, going on to the end, then stopping — 
I ’ve got impatient with the process, and to a limited extent with 
the results as well. A ren’t human beings always odder than their 
histories suggest? A ren’t the connections between experience and 
achievement always more oblique? A n d  don’t the traditional 
forms of biography (those hours sleuthing in archives) lead us 
back again and again to the same subjects, while leaving others 
out in the cold, or languishing in footnotes? (2004: 1)
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M otion  poin ts to  a num ber of significant issues in 
recent discussions of biography and the fictionalisation of 
life stories. He explains that he is fed up  w ith chronology, 
contending tha t a hum an being’s com plexity as well 
as the m ystery o f a p e rso n ’s successes are hardly ever 
convincingly captured in the h istories o f his or her life. 
M o tion  also deplores the fact that “o rth o d o x  Lives” 
exclude the non-archival, the people in h isto ry  who are 
in  danger of being forgotten  because the strong em pirical 
trad ition  in  biography makes it alm ost im possible to  tell 
the stories o f those about whom  no  archival m aterial is 
available.
A ndrew  M otion  is no t the only biographer who 
experiences the ‘trad itional’ biography’s form , as well 
as its subject matter, as limiting; n o r is he the only 
one, o r the first, to  attem pt to  overcom e the fo rm ’s 
lim itations by exploring the use o f novelistic techniques 
and fictionalisation. In the opening chapter of her 
study of H enry Jam es’s social life at Rye, A  Ring of 
Conspirators: Henry James and his Literary Circle (1988), 
M iranda Seym our explains why she, too, opted for a non- 
chronological approach to  the narra tion  o f the 1895-1915 
period in the A m erican au th o r’s life. Like M otion , she 
suspected that the exploration of novelistic techniques 
in  life-writing would com pensate for the lim itations of 
chronology, which,
(...) imposes a convenient discipline on the biographer but 
one which tends to keep him at a distance from the mind of 
his subject. Our minds conduct a constant war against the 
ordering years. We remember life, not as a neat sequence 
of events, but in the context o f friendships, hopes and 
disappointments, significant events. The shifting time-schemes 
and perspectives of a novelist often prove more successful in 
bringing a character to life (2004: 13).
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Seymour and M otion are thinking along similar lines: 
the form s of so-called ‘traditional’ biography cannot 
satisfactorily capture life in all its complexity. In 2002, 
Seymour observed that, “A  biography cannot present a life 
in the inchoate, multi-faceted form  which is its familiar and 
daily fo rm ,” (2002: 255) which is paraphrased in M otion ’s 
rem ark about the discrepancies between odd hum an beings 
and their neat histories.
The view that experimentation with fiction and novelistic 
techniques may show the way to  solutions for the problems 
of ‘traditional’, chronological biography is shared by 
biographers and novelists. That such experimentation may 
lead to  life-writing in the form  of biographical novels has 
also been suggested more than once. W riting about Allan 
Massie’s The Ragged Lion (1994), a novel about W alter Scott, 
Jill Rubenstein remarks that, “Structured by association rather 
than by strict chronology, biofiction in this instance offers an 
alternative model for life-writing that priviliges self-invention 
and identity-formation, that is, process rather than product, 
as the central experience of life” (1999: 67). Shakespeare 
biographer Jonathan Bate has sought new forms for the 
writing of the Bard’s life in the face of “the deadening march 
of chronological sequence,” heeding George Bernard Shaw’s 
warning that traditional ways of telling Shakespeare’s life story 
produce “depressingly reductive narrative(s)” (2009: 5). Bate’s
2008 biography of William Shakespeare was followed in 2010 
by a play about the poet and playwright:
6 Bate's play is directed by Shakespeare. The M an  from Stratford.6 
Tom Cairns; the text has The close form al relationship
not been published yet. betw een biographies and novels has
always been a m atter of d iscussion for 
h istorians, literary  scholars and p ractitioners o f life- 
writing; fictionalisation in  the w riting of lives is n o t a 
late-tw entieth  or early-tw enty-first-century invention 
either. However, while the m erging of biography and
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fiction is n o t new, its present-day popularity  begs 
explanation. Interestingly enough, con tem porary  au thors 
o f innovative biography or fictionalised biographical 
narratives repeatedly refer to  predecessors like Lytton 
Strachey and Virginia W oolf in  o rder to  contextualise 
their experim ental approaches to  life-writing. W o o lf’s 
is a recurring nam e in  reflections on end-of-the-century 
biography: because she also repeatedly reflected on  life- 
w riting in  her essays and diaries, the au tho r of Orlando  
(1928) and Flush (1933) is readily quo ted  o r com m ented 
on  by biography theorists, especially those concerned 
w ith the use of novelistic techniques and fictionalisation 
in  the construc tion  of life stories.
W oo lf’s essays ‘The New Biography’ (1927) and ‘The 
A rt of Biography’ (1939) are frequently cited for want of 
expressions and concepts to  describe or explain experiments 
with fictionalisation in life-writing texts. It is her idea of 
‘(the) creative fact’ that is m ost often quoted, revised and 
redefined by biography watchers. W hen Strachey biographer 
Michael H olroyd talks about the way in which biography 
“can give us, no t just an inventory of facts, bu t the fertile 
fact, no t trivia but the significance of the trivial in all our 
lives” (2003: 30), he is paraphrasing the passage in ‘The A rt 
of Biography’ in which ‘creative fact’ is coined. In France’s 
and St C lair’s M apping Lives, M iranda Seymour says that 
she shares Ira Bruce N adel’s enthusiasm  for the creative 
fact and what he calls “authorized fictions” , supporting his 
theory  that “ [t]oday, how a life is w ritten is as im portan t as 
how that life was lived” (2002: 263). Com paring the British 
and D utch biography writing traditions in a newspaper 
article in 2007, W illem O tterspeer praises the form er for 
its willingness to  experim ent with, again, creative fact 
(Otterspeer 2007). A nd, finally, Bernhard Fetz uses W oo lf’s 
term  in his in troduction  to  Spiegel und M aske (Fetz and 
Schweiger 2006: 11).
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In the present, Virginia W o o lf’s ‘creative fact’ is 
in terp re ted  in various ways. The fact that Holroyd, 
Seymour, Nadel, O tterspeer and Fetz define the term  
in  their own specific ways only goes to  show that the 
curren t th inking about the merging of biography and 
fiction is still very m uch a th inking in progress. The 
referencing of Strachey and W oolf indicates that they see 
parallels between the w ork of these m odernists and the 
curren t challenging of the d istinction between fact and 
fiction, bu t this does n o t m ean that the fictionalisation 
of ‘p o stm o d ern ’ biography constitu tes a revival of the 
m odern ist ‘New Biography’. As contem porary  writing 
about the subject shows, poststructuralist (literary) theory  
of the late-tw entieth century  has greatly influenced 
the writing of lives as well as the th inking about the 
relationship  betw een biographies and novels. In his 
review of Colm  T o ib in ’s biographical novel about H enry 
James, The M aster (2004), John U pdike explains how 
postm odern ism ’s fictionalisation of biography differs 
from  earlier instances, im plicitly referring to  the influence 
of theory, which has declared ‘t ru th ’ “relative”:
Fiction about actual historical persons, so intrinsically 
conflicted and impure, feels like part o f postmodernism’s 
rampant eclecticism. True, examples exist before the twentieth 
century, in, say, Tolstoy’s depiction of Napoleon and the 
Russian general Kutuzov in “War and Peace,” and in the 
portraits o f the poet Petronius, the emperor Nero, and the 
saint Peter in Sienkiewicz’s “Quo Vadis?” But until truth 
became thoroughly relative, and image seized priority over 
fact, and the historical past became an attic fu ll o f potentially 
entertaining trinkets, the famous dead were allowed to rest 
in the record they left in their documents and documented 
deeds, in their letters and the accounts o f their contemporaries 
(Updike 2004).
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In Biography and the Postmodern Historical Novel (2001),
John F. Keener analyses the portrayal of three twentieth- 
century historical Americans (Dutch Schultz, Lee Harvey 
Oswald and Richard Nixon) in “novels, drama, film, history, 
biography, autobiography [and] journalism ” (1). Keener 
observes that, “perhaps the m ost significant of challenges 
in contem porary writing [is] narrating the life of an 
historical figure” (2001: 237). But, he adds, the proliferation of 
fictionalised biographical writing in the postm odern period 
is not simply a question of quantity, as the texts he analyses 
write lives in ways that are essentially new to the merging 
of biography and fiction: “beyond a mere increase in the 
frequency of historical figures in fiction, there emerges a new, 
dynamic relationship between the historical and the fictive, 
one that subverts -  rather than works within -  the distinction 
between them ” (5). Keener argues that the so-called 
metabiographical, or metafictional level is that which m ost 
fundamentally distinguishes the postm odern biographical 
novel from  older forms of fictionalisation in life-writing. The 
texts Keener studies especially reflect on their own textuality 
and the constructedness of the life stories they produce. 
Revising Linda H utcheon’s “historiographic metafiction” 
label for the texts he analyses, Keener explains that,
W ith so much of this “Historiographic Metafiction” published 
in recent years, we can accurately conclude that postmodern 
fiction foregrounds historiography as perhaps its most 
characteristic component. A s  Hutcheon observes, “real” subjects 
are certainly as old as fiction itself, yet postmodern fiction is 
not merely concerned with exploring historical fact in a fictive 
diegesis (or biographical identity in the pages of a novel).
More than that, it also probes the ramifications of remarks like 
U pdike’s, that “all history consists simply
of texts,” or Doctorow’s, that “there is no 7 See Hutcheon 1988 
history except as it is composed” (238).7 and 1989b.
24
Clearly, to  Keener, the biographical novel that has 
evolved alongside theory cannot be simply com pared with 
earlier instances of the form.
Som e have suggested tha t fiction about historical 
individuals -  especially au thors -  may also be considered 
a con tinuation  of literary  theory  w ith in  literature itself: 
M ark C urrie  speaks o f “the defection o f critics to  the 
novel” (1998: 62). David Lodge has rem arked that, in  the 
w riting o f Author, A u th o r , a biographical novel about 
H enry  James, he com bined two of his m ain interests: 
fiction and scholarship. He says that, “ [t]he fact tha t for 
m uch o f my life I pursued  a dual career, split betw een 
w riting fiction and literary  scholarship (...), may have 
delayed my perception  of the possibility  of com bining 
bo th  kinds o f in terest and expertise in  a biographical 
novel” (2007: 11). A uthors o f h istoriographic m etafiction 
like Author, Author  often  com bine the w riting of fiction 
w ith academic positions (M alcolm  Bradbury, Terry 
Eagleton, E dm und W hite  and David Lodge him self are 
widely read examples); it is no surprise  that their work 
reflects on  topical issues in literary  studies at meta-level. 
T heory  is said to  have been instrum enta l to  im portan t 
innovations in  life-writing. M any recent novels about 
biographers and their biographical projects respond  to  
theo ry  by incorporating  reflection on  the ‘deaths’ o f the 
subject and the au tho r as well as on  (inter)textuality  and 
representation.
Literary scholar Phineas G. N anson, the m ain character 
of A.S. B yatt’s The Biographer’s Tale (2000), finds him self 
stuck w ith theory  and tries to  reconnect w ith som ething 
real by way of the writing of biographies. D uring a 
postgraduate theoretical sem inar on Jacques Lacan, 
Phineas decides to  “give it all u p ” , to  n o t “want to  be a 
postm odern  literary th eo rist” (2001: 3). He explains to  the 
H ead o f his departm ent that, “ [he] felt an urgent need for
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a life full o f things”, a life “ [f]ull of facts” (4). Eventually, 
Phineas discovers that, w ith postm odern  theory  as a dead­
end street, life-writing inevitably leads to  metabiography, 
to  writing about life-writing. B yatt’s novel im plies that if 
biography is accepted as an im possibility -  for instance, by 
the theory  rejected by its m ain character - ,  then  this very 
im possibility may becom e the m ain subject of life-writing. 
Phineas, at least, is left behind addicted to  writing, as well 
as to  “forbidden words, words critical theorists can’t use 
and w riters can” (250).
It has been pointed out that life-writing may unite 
readers schooled in poststructu ralist thought and 
those unfam iliar w ith or suspicious of theory. “A t a 
tim e when the trium ph  of ‘T heo ry ’ in  the universities 
has widened the gap betw een the academic world and 
society, biographies represent one of the few rem aining 
points of in terac tion” , David Ellis holds (2002: 1). Indeed, 
there is a general and strong fascination for subjects 
and authors, despite their having been declared dead by 
theory. The entailing interest in life-writing, witnessing 
the ‘renaissance’ of biography, shows no  signs of abating 
either. As M artin  M iddeke and W erner H uber wonder, 
“can we n o t speak of a biographical desire essential to 
all hum an beings, the m anifestation of an ineradicable 
subjectivity especially in tim es when philosophy and 
the experience of the world around us suggest the 
death of the self?” (1999: 5). In the field of biography, 
fictionalised narratives m ost logically engage w ith theory  
that problem atises the no tion  o f representation and 
distinctions between fact and fiction. N ot claiming to  be 
objective and fully factual reports on  the lives of historical 
individuals, ‘biographical fiction’, as I will call it, may 
use words biographers and critical theorists cannot use 
-  bo th  in  its writing o f lives and its reflecting on topical 
theoretical issues such as the subject, identity  and the self.
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TERMINOLOGY
Before I form ulate my m ain research question, I 
will explain which term s I will use for the type of texts 
analysed in the chapters to  come. Fictionalisation and 
the use o f novelistic techniques are recurring subjects 
in  the debate about recent innovations in biography, 
bu t bo th  are invariably discussed in relation to  what 
m any label ‘trad itional’ biography. O lder studies, such 
as Ira Bruce N adel’s Fiction, Fact and Form (1984), tend 
to  exclusively look at fictionalisation w ithin what they 
term  ‘factual biography’, even if there is m ore and m ore 
a tten tion  for form  in biography -  undoubted ly  under the 
influence of Hayden W h ite ’s writing 
on historiography and narrativity.8 The 
m ore recent the study, the greater the 
awareness o f the increasing popularity  
of fiction about h istorical figures:
Ina S chabert’s In Q uest o f the Other 
Person. Fiction as Biography (1990) 
focuses on  fiction m uch m ore than  
Nadel, bu t the m ajority  o f the texts 
she deals w ith  are from  the early- to  
m id-tw entieth  century. It is fair to  say 
th a t p o stm o d ern  fiction abou t h isto rical individuals 
has n o t been extensively investigated yet. If it is dealt 
w ith, it is considered a category of 
9 As in, for example, rew riting, parody or pastiche.9 As
Kucich and Sadoff a consequence, fiction in  the field
2000 and Gutleben and of biography has n o t been properly  
Onega 2 0 0 4 . d e f i n e d ,  which is why there  are so 
m any different nam es for texts tha t 
fictionalise life stories. Term s th a t circulate are ‘fictional 
b iography’, ‘fictional m etabiography’, ‘subjective 
b iography’, ‘b iofiction(s)’, ‘biographical fiction(s)’, and
8 See White's Metahistory: 
The H istorical 
imagination in 
N ineteenth-Century  
Europe (1973) and The 
Content of the Form: 
Narrative D iscourse  
and Historical 
Representation (1987).
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‘the biographical novel’.10 Interestingly, as 10 'Fictional biography':
a result of the proliferation of fictionalised see De Caluwé anc
varieties of life-writing, the term Rymenants 2009:
‘b iography’ is no longer w ithout rivals 23; Dorsman 2007:
either. Apparently, the hybrid isation  of 12; Franssen anc
form s that seems typical of the curren t age Hoenselaars 1999:
of biography has necessitated m ore precise 15; Herweg 2003: 198;
definitions of non-fictional biography, and Schabert 1990: 32.
too. Biographers and biography theorists 'Fictional metabiography
speak o f ‘factual biography’, ‘traditional Nadj 2003: 211; Nadj
biography’, ‘conventional b iography’, 2006; and Nünning
‘o rthodox  biography’, ‘straight biography’, 1999: 28. 'Subjective
‘biography p ro p er’, and ‘scholarly biography': Kingstor
biography’.11 2007: 7. 'Biofiction(s)':
In 1999, M artin  M iddeke and W erner Middeke and Huber
H uber edited a collection of essays titled 1999. 'Biographical
Biofictions: The Rewriting o f Romantic fiction(s)': Franssen
Lives in Contemporary Fiction and Drama, and Hoenselaars 1999:
a study that does specifically deal with 25. 'The biographical
fiction about real lives. M iddeke and novel': Lodge 2006: 8; and
H uber claim that biofictions are a Marcus 2007.
result of “ [a] new revisionist historical 11 'Factual biography':
consciousness [that] accentuate(s) that see Nadel 1984: 9; and
fiction and historiographic/ biographical Schabert 1990: 48.
discourse are n o t m utually exclusive” . 'Traditional biography':
“C ontem porary  biofictions,” they Backscheider 1999:
state in  their ‘In troduc tion ’, “may vary 171; D)iBattista 2009:
individually in  the degree to  which the 8; and Nadj 2003:
novels and plays either self-reflexively 213. 'Conventional
com m ent on the processes of writing, biography': Burke 2007:
or m etabiographically center on  the 39; and DiBattista 2009:
epistem ological problem  of recounting 9. 'Orthodox biography':
a life.” Q uoting from  Linda H u tcheon’s Motion 2004: 1. 'Straight
writing about h istoriographic m etafiction, biography': Schaber
they add that, “ [b]iofictions cast doub t 1990:48. 'Biography
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proper': Burke 2007: 39; on “our beliefs in origins and ends,
Marcus 2007; O'Connor unity, and totalization, logic and reason, 
2002: 382; and Schabert consciousness and hum an nature,
1990: 31. 'Scholarly progress and fate, representation and
biography': Franssen and tru th , n o t to  m ention  the no tions of 
Hoenselaars 1999: 19. causality and tem poral homogeneity, 
linearity, and continuity ,” bu t they do 
no t deny the historical foil on which they 
12 The quote is from are w ritten” (3-4).12 M iddeke and H uber
Hutcheon 1988: 8 7 . d e f i n e  biofiction(s) as a phenom enon for 
which theory  prepared the ground; the 
m erging of biography and fiction in the writing of the lives 
of the British Rom antics distinguishes itself by its self­
reflexive and m etabiographical tendencies.
Ansgar Nünning, one of the contributors to  Biofictions, 
describes the rewriting of Romantic lives by discussing one 
instance of it: Peter Ackroyd’s Chatterton (1987). According 
to  Nünning, Ackroyd’s novel about Thomas Chatterton is a 
“paradigmatic example of the rewriting of Romantic lives in 
contem porary literature”. It is a “fictional metabiography” 
that “exemplifies the recent trend in postm odern literature to 
treat the life of historical personages in fictional biographies” . 
Chatterton “questions and revises the official biographical 
record” of its subject and “expresses revisionist notions of 
biography and biographical fiction”. It “provides,” Nünning 
argues, “a paradigm of both the postm odernist trend of 
crossing traditional genre boundaries and the shift of 
emphasis from the mere writing, or rewriting, of an historical 
individual’s life to  the epistemological problematization of 
life-writing itself” (28-9). Indeed, the novel is a “typical example 
of postm odernist bio fiction” , Nünning concludes (43).
A uthor David Lodge provides a detailed description of 
what he calls “the biographical novel” in his essay ‘The Year 
of Henry James’ (2006). In an effort to  understand why 
this form  of life-writing has become so popular in recent
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years, Lodge traces its development “in the last decade or 
so” (2007: 6) and, along the way, compiles an inventory of its 
characteristics. Like Middeke, H uber and Nünning, Lodge 
perceives the novels he m entions as being distinct from 
earlier examples of the fictionalisation of historical lives.
The contem porary biographical novel, he observes, “takes 
a real person and their real history as the subject m atter for 
imaginative exploration, using the novel’s techniques for 
representing subjectivity rather than the objective, evidence- 
based discourse of biography”. It is “a very fashionable form 
of literary fiction in the last decade or so, especially as applied 
to  the lives of writers,” Lodge explains (8). Lodge is struck by 
the focus on authors in biographical novels: authors may be 
a favourite subject for the fictionalisation of life stories as a 
consequence of “a declining faith or loss of confidence in the 
power of purely fictional narrative,” he suggests. In any way, 
according to Lodge, biographical novels about authors are “a 
characteristic move of postm odernism ” , “a sign of decadence 
and exhaustion in contem porary writing” , and “a positive and 
ingenious way of coping with the ‘anxiety of influence’” (10).
H istorian Leen D orsm an has tried to  create order in the 
ongoing debate about the fictionalisation of biography -  a 
“battlefield of opinions,” he calls it -  by rechristening the 
vie romancee as ‘fictional biography’. In a special edition 
of Biografie Bulletin, devoted to  the merging of biography 
and fiction in recent years, D orsm an writes that, in texts 
that belong to  fictional biography, the au thor uses fiction 
consciously and strategically. These texts may be instances 
of “trivial” or ‘low ’ literature [“triviaalliteratuur”] or of 
“real” or ‘high’ literature [‘“echte’ literatuur”] (2007: 12).
It is a com pact definition, bu t it does not distinguish, or 
attem pt to  explain the differences between contem porary 
‘fictional biography’ and earlier fiction about historical 
individuals, such as the vie romancee. D orsm an misses the 
opportun ity  to  pinpoint what is different about the fiction
3C
that is w ritten and published today, which, as M iddeke and 
Huber, N ünning and Lodge suggest, incorporates theoretical 
insights that had not yet been developed in the 1920s and 
30s, when the romancée was at its m ost popular.
Dorsm an cannot, and, indeed, does not explain why 
the biographical novel has flooded the book market in 
the last twenty to thirty  years. Surely, the rise of fictional 
biography is what made Biografié Bulletin devote one of 
its editions to  the merging of biography and fiction in the 
first place. O f course, the observation that novels about 
historical individuals use fictionalisation “consciously” and 
“strategically” is correct, but did not Shakespeare use fiction 
strategically while portraying Richard III in his play about the 
historical m onarch -  to  give just one example? D orsm an’s 
definition of ‘fictional biography’ is 
too compact to  explain the differences 
between Shakespearean history plays, 
the early-twentieth century vie romancée 
and postm odern ‘biofiction(s)’. However, 
D orsm an’s emphasis on the irrelevance 
of distinctions between ‘high’ and ‘low’ 
in fictional biography is valuable: the 
erasing of such boundaries does seem 
typical of the newer forms of fictionalised 
biographical writing.
In the title of Leen D orsm an’s essay 
for Biografie Bulletin, the vie romancée 
is referred to  as “the ugly stepsister of 
biography” [“het lelijke stiefzusje van 
de biografie”]; in its opening sentence, 
D orsm an states that the form  is not 
taken seriously by m ost biographers 
and historians. The suggestion is that 
the merging of biography and fiction 
is generally considered no t done.13
It appears especially 
controversial among 
Dutch biography 
theorists, for whom 
Dorsman writes: wher  
Biografie Bulletin  
published an anthology 
of essays about recent 
developments ir 
biography (Fortuin anc 
Linders 2007), at  least 
four contributions dealt 
with the question to 
which extent novelistic 
techniques and 
fictionalisation are 
allowed in biography 
(i.e. those by Haasse, 
Hanssen, Noordervliet 
and Otterspeer).
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Fictionalisation may be seen as a threat to  the credibility of 
biography as scholarly research: those who hold this view 
believe that a good biographer stays true to  the facts, refrains 
from  invention, remains objective and takes responsibility 
for any judgem ent of his or her subject. Catherine Peters 
has warned against the dangers of the “ventriloquist 
biography” , in which too  m uch invention 
may lead to  pure fiction (1995: 45), while 
H erm ione Lee has expressed reservations 
about Michael C unningham ’s imagining 
of Virginia W oolf in his novel The Hours 
(1998): W oolf biographer Lee confesses 
to  having a professional “reluctance to  see 
a real person made over in to  a fictional 
character, w ith m ade-up thoughts and 
speeches” (2005: 36). Lastly, Aleid Fokkema 
has pointed out that “ [r]eviewers do not 
take kindly to  a biographer’s novelistic 
tendencies (...) Fiction in biography, though 
desired, is at best an indulgence, at worst 
aberration” (42).14
Hans Renders, biographer and Director 
of the Biography Institute at Groningen, is 
suspicious of the present-day popularity of, 
for instance, the biographical novel: “these 
days, it is fashionable to  say that a biography 
should be like a novel,” he has written, “but 
that was also said in the 1930s. Back then, 
people spoke about the vie romancée, while 
the term  ‘novel’ was negatively associated 
with ‘biography’, in contrast to  the situation 
today” (2007: 23).15 Like Leen Dorsman,
Renders does not distinguish between 
biographical novels then (the vie romancée) 
and fictionalised life-writing now (the
15
See also Backscheider 
1999: xix: "For ar 
academic to be accusec  
of 'making things up' or 
'conflating' quotations 
a rd  evidence is the most 
serious charge that 
can be levelled against  
him or her and may 
discredit that  person 
forever. Those who turn 
life into art are always 
vulnerable to some 
degree to such charges, 
and biography is art." 
"Het modieuze deuntje 
dat  we dezer dagen vaak 
horen over de biografie 
die roman zou behoren 
te zijn, klonk in de jaren 
dertig ook. Alleen toen 
werd er over de vie 
romancée gesproken en 
maakte de term 'roman' 
in relatie tot 'biografie 
in tegenstelling tot 
tegenwoordig een 
negatieve indruk".
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contem porary biographical novel). A  biographer is first and 
foremost an historian and should not desire to  be a novelist, 
a cardinal vice as far as Renders is concerned (Renders 2008: 39). 
Unfortunately, Renders does not provide the names of the 
many people who think and say that a biography should be 
like a novel. Also, there is a crucial difference between saying 
that biographies should be like novels, and the view that they 
may possibly take that form. Renders is a member of the 
board of Biographers International Organization (BIO), which 
believes the genre of biography is under 
threat of the phenom enon of life-writing.16
W hen scholars come to  fiction about 
real lives from  the perspective of non- 
fictional biography, it is tem pting for 
them  to perceive it as a contam ination 
of the genre. Misguided interpretations 
of postm odern ‘biofiction’ as a revival 
of the vie romancée may blind biography 
theorists to  changes taking place in non- 
fictional biography, the form  they value so 
highly, as well as in life-writing m ore generally. Biographical 
novels are not mere entertainm ent, nor a passing whim; 
neither are they to  be dismissed as threats to  the future 
of biography ‘p roper’. I propose a m odel of biographical 
writing in which biographies and novels co-exist and make 
memories of historical individuals in relation to  each other. 
John F. Keener has developed a similar definition of what he 
designates the “continuum ” of “biographical narrative” . To 
Keener, the complete range of texts that write historical lives 
includes “any narrative in any discipline or genre” : he asserts 
“that any such narrative can be viewed as a biographical 
text since, in one way or another, it contributes to  the 
cumulative cultural life story of that individual” (2). Keener 
suggests that each narrative within his continuum  necessarily 
constructs a life story in relation to, or in interaction with
16 Renders says so in 
an interview with 
H isto risch  Nieuwsblad ; 
see: http: //www. 
historischnieuwsblad.nl/ 
00/HN/nl/156/nieuws/ 
13768/Internationale_ 
biografen_verenigd.html 
(June 2010).
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other narratives about the same life, which may as well be 
newspaper reports, documentaries or biopics. There are no 
‘high’ or ‘low’ in biographical narrative: “each biographical 
text, depending upon its tem poral scope, contributes m ore 
or less to  a cumulative “biography” of a given figure” (8). 
W hile describing biographical narrative as a m ultimedial 
continuum , Keener creates the impression that printed 
narratives do take a leading role over, for instance, visual 
ones. The biographical novel is of special interest to  Keener, 
which is also evident from  the title of his book, Biography 
and The Postmodern Historical Novel. As he states,
the novel itself becomes a more vital mode o f biographical 
narrative, as it increasingly exploits its capacity for 
incorporating other narrative forms. In so far as it is about 
history, postmodern fiction self-consciously maximizes the 
capacity o f the novel form to gather into itself the entire 
process o f historical “composition” (239).
In the chapters to  follow, I will use ‘biographical fiction’ 
as the designation for fictional texts in  which historical 
individuals appear as characters. These texts may be 
novels, bu t also plays, m ock-autobiographies, fake diaries 
and fictitious interviews. I use ‘biographical fiction’ instead 
of, for example, ‘fictional biography’, as the second term  
suggests that novels and plays about historical lives are a 
category of ‘biography’ and, as a result, may be judged 
as violating generic conventions such as the rule that 
biographies should  no t invent. To me, biographical fiction 
is a category o f life-writing, no t of biography. In the 
case studies, I will refer to  ‘b iography’ as the label for a 
particu lar form  of biographical writing: namely, the type of 
biographical narrative that aims for a scholarly researched 
and verifiably factual po rtra it of its subject. Hence, I 
prefer a term  like ‘scholarly biography’ to  ‘trad itional’,
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‘conventional’ or ‘o rth o d o x ’ biography, which make it 
seem that biography relates to  biographical fiction as an 
old-fashioned or conservative variety of life-writing. It may 
n o t always be easy to  decide where ‘scholarly’ biography 
ends and ‘biographical fiction’ begins, bu t this is less of a 
problem  if you consider bo th  as equally im portan t life- 
writing forms. As I will focus on the writing of the lives 
of historical authors, I need to  also specify that I will use 
‘literary  b iog raphy’ to  nam e scholarly  biographies
about au thors, which is the  com m on 
17 For example, see practice;17 the prefix ‘literary’ does not
Schabert  1990: 53 and refer to  a biography’s qualities as a work 
Kaplan 2007: 40. of literature, bu t to  the fact that its subject
is a w riter of literary texts.
MAIN RESEARCH QUESTION
The ideas of Dorsman, Keener, Lodge, Middeke and 
H uber and Nünning may be summarised by saying that 
biographical fiction of the last three decades distinguishes 
itself from  earlier fictionalisation of biography both  in terms 
of productivity and its being influenced by contem porary 
literary theory to  the extent that it may be seen as having 
evolved alongside it. Biographical fiction of the late- 
twentieth and early-twenty-first centuries transforms existing 
manifestations of the merging of biography and fiction to 
produce texts that are typically ‘postm odern’ in the sense that 
they can be characterised as metafictional and (inter)textual.
In addition to  that, there are no ‘high’ or ‘low’ in biographical 
fiction. The author of literary works is one of its m ost 
popular subjects, which is logical, engaging, as it does, with 
theory about texts and authors. As the essays in Middeke 
and H uber’s Biofictions testify, the lives of nineteenth-century 
authors are readily written through fiction.
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In the case studies about H enry James, Robert 
Louis Stevenson and O scar Wilde, I will investigate the 
relationship between fictional and non-fictional varieties of 
life-writing as to  their use of fictionalisation and novelistic 
techniques. I will read examples of bo th  in order to  show 
how texts interact in the writing of an historical individual’s 
life and to  determ ine if it is viable to  approach life-writing as 
a field in which biography and fiction merge in a m ultitude 
of ways. M y objective is no t to  prove that biographies are 
novels after all, or that all life-writing is fiction. Rather, I will 
study how equally im portan t form s of life-writing such as 
biographies and novels explore their (inter)textuality in the 
construction of life stories. M y m ain research question is: 
how does contem porary biographical fiction, w ritten under 
the influence of poststructuralist theory  about the death of 
the au thor and the subject, relate to  scholarly biography in 
term s of its construction of life stories?
THE CASE STUDIES
In each of the three case studies, I will take a different 
perspective on the selected texts. These perspectives are 
determ ined by im portan t developm ents in recent life- 
writing, which I will briefly discuss below, also to  be able 
to  define the questions I will investigate in each chapter.
I will look at the creation of key scenes in texts, the way 
in which narratives about authors rewrite o ther texts, 
including these au thors’ own, and the fascination for the 
private lives of ‘great’ nineteenth-century m en and women 
as well as for the figures long left in their shadows by 
history. I take one perspective per case: this allows me to 
read the prim ary texts of that particular chapter in detail 
and research the question(s) form ulated at its onset m ost 
thoroughly. The case studies are m eant to  be representative
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of biographical fiction, so I will draw com parisons with 
the o ther studies whenever this is relevant. I have chosen 
H enry James, R obert Louis stevenson and o sc a r  w ild e  as 
a result of their popularity as subjects for contem porary 
biographical fiction, which, as said, has a preference for 
nineteenth-century authors. The early and late 1800s appear 
focal points in the fictionalisation of life stories: M iddeke 
and H uber’s Biofictions has covered a great many early- 
nineteenth-century subjects; I propose to  focus on the 
writing of the lives of authors who were active in the late- 
Victorian and early-m odernist period.
SELECTION OF TEXTS
In the case studies, I will examine late-tw entieth  and 
early-twenty-first examples o f fiction about h istorical 
authors. I select texts from  the ‘golden age’ o f biography, 
which, as I have shown, is situated by m any biography 
theorists  in the past th ir ty  years. The m ajority  of texts 
will be from  the post-2000 period, as biographical 
fiction has becom e ever m ore productive in  recent years.
I choose prin ted  texts, as they are closest to  scholarly 
biography, the form  of life-writing tha t is challenged by 
fictionalisation the m ost, if the cu rren t debate about the 
‘renaissance’ of biography is to  be believed. M ost of the 
texts will be in English -  writing, as they do, the lives of 
English-speaking historical au thors - ,  bu t I also select 
fiction in o ther languages if it constructs James, stevenson  
o r w ild e  as characters. These characters should  appear 
in  the texts w ith the names o f the h istorical au thors on 
w hom  they are based.
I w ork w ith the term  ‘biographical fiction’, instead 
of, for instance, ‘the biographical novel’, because 
fictionalisation in life-writing can take a variety o f forms.
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Like Biofictions, I also look at dram a about h istorical 
individuals. A ny text that makes an au tho r appear as 
a character in invented scenes w ith invented dialogues 
w ithou t accounting for its in te rp re ta tion  o f a life in a 
scholarly fashion is fit for inclusion. Thus, I do n o t only 
read novels, bu t also plays, m ock-autobiographies, fake 
diaries and fictitious interviews. Last, I do n o t distinguish 
betw een ‘h igh’ and ‘low ’ writing. A t the end o f each 
chapter, sum m aries of the analysed fiction are provided in 
appendices.
KEY SCENES:  HENRY JAMES
The perspectives I will take in the case studies are 
in troduced  in  detail in the chapters them selves, bu t I will 
ou tline  them  here in  o rder to  define the sub-questions 
o f my research. F irst, there  is the tendency  in  recent 
scholarly b iography to  construc t representative key 
scenes, especially in  its opening pages, a developm ent that 
is paralleled in  biographical fiction th a t generally focuses 
on  particu lar events in  a life story, instead of w riting an 
account of the h isto rica l sub jec t’s entire life. Biographies 
th a t s ta rt w ith a captivating key scene and th en  m ore 
o r less chronologically  relate the lives o f their subjects 
have becom e the ru le m ore so than  the exception. For 
example, Claire T om alin ’s bestselling Samuel Pepys. The 
U nequalled S e lf (2002) starts  w ith  a scene from  January 
1663, in  the great d ia ris t’s 30th year. It is a scene from  
Pepys’s m arried  life in  which his wife Elizabeth sends 
him  a le tte r telling him  about her unhappiness. Pepys’s 
rela tionsh ip  w ith  his wife rem ains an a ll-im portan t 
them e in  T om alin ’s biography, which shows, am ongst 
o ther things, the cost of Pepys’s career to  his family.
By the same token, Jonathan  B ate’s 2003 biography of
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John c la re  takes off w ith an evocative descrip tion  o f the 
p o e t’s fam ous escape from  High Beach A sylum  in  Essex 
in  1841. B ate’s ‘P ro logue’ reads like a passage from  a 
novel o f adventure and puts in to  perspective what is said 
about C lare’s life in  later chapters o f the biography. Iain 
S inclair’s Edge o f the Orizon  (2005) and A dam  F o u ld ’s 
The Q uickening M aze  (2009) take B ate’s key scene- 
m aking further. B oth  cite his biography as a prim ary 
source: Sinclair says tha t it is “ a definitive achievem ent 
against which earlier accounts m ust be checked (2005:
373), while F ou ld ’s novel follows B ate’s struc tu re  in that 
it also starts  w ith a ‘P ro logue’ abou t C lare’s escape from  
the Essex m adhouse. A  th ird  exam ple of the anecdotal 
approach in  scholarly b iography is R ichard  D avenport- 
H ines’s A  N ig h t a t the M ajestic  (2006). The cover o f this 
book  prom ises to  tell the sto ry  o f a d inner party  at a 
Parisian ho tel in  1922 attended  by Sergei Diaghilev, James 
Joyce, Pablo Picasso, M arcel P roust and Igor Stravinsky. 
Actually, it concentrates on  P ro u st’s life straight after 
the attention-grabbing first chapter about the h isto ric  
n ight at the M ajestic H otel. Like Tom alin and Bate, 
D avenport-H ines finds a focus for his w riting o f P ro u st’s 
life by aim ing the spotligh t on  a scene th a t m ay appeal to  
readers’ im aginations.
Biography and fiction m eet in  the construction  of 
scenes as ‘key’. In the first case study, ‘H enry James:
Spatial Images and the M aking o f Key Scenes’, I will 
examine how biographical fiction structures life stories 
and frames historical fact th rough the construction  of key 
scenes. As I will show, spatial images have an im portan t 
role in fictionalised biographical narratives as tex t­
organising elements. In this chapter, I will also elaborate 
on  the influence of Virginia W o o lf’s th inking about life- 
w riting and ‘creative fact’ on  biography and fiction as they 
are published today.
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THE A U TH O R  AND REWRITING 
ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON
A  second striking feature of biographical fiction is the 
popularity of authors of literary works as subjects. David 
Lodge sees the form  of the biographical novel applied to  the 
lives of writers especially (2007: 8), while Aleid Fokkema has 
referred to the author as “postm odernism ’s stock character” 
(1999: 39). The recent past saw the publication of novels about 
Stephen Crane (Edmund W hite’s 2007 Hotel de Dream),
Charles Dickens (Richard Flanagan’s 2008 Wanting), Emily 
Dickinson (Paola Kaufmann’s 2003 La Hermana), A rthur 
Conan Doyle (Julian Barnes’s 2005 Arthur and Qeorge), 
Katherine Mansfield (C.K. Stead’s 2004 Mansfield), Edgar 
Allan Poe (Randall Silvis’s 2001 A N igh t’s Shore), Bram 
Stoker (Ann Victoria R obbert’s 2001 Moon Rising), Virginia 
W oolf (Michael Cunningham ’s 1998 The Hours, Joke J. 
Herm sen’s 2000 Tweeduister and Susan Sellers’s 2009 Vanessa 
and Virginia) and the poets of the Great W ar (Pat Barker’s 
1991-5 Qhost Road trilogy). There are also the novels by Peter 
Ackroyd, Beryl Bainbridge and J.M. Coetzee m entioned 
earlier, the fiction and drama about the British Romantics 
discussed in Middeke and H uber’s Biofictions, and the many 
titles that will be dealt with in my own chapters about James, 
Stevenson and Wilde. William Shakespeare 
is by far the m ost popular author,18 but, on 18 For an overview, see 
the whole, (late-) nineteenth-century to early- Burt 2007: 481-94. 
twentieth-century subjects appear dominant.
It seems that au thors’ lives are particularly hard to  get a 
grip on through life-writing: there is always the question of 
how to  connect life and art in a m edium  that is the au tho r’s 
own. Indeed, the problem s of literary biography are often 
the real subject of discussions about life-writing in general. 
There are collections of essays especially devoted to  literary 
biography, while life-writing about non-literary subjects is
4C
hardly ever treated as a special case. John Batchelor’s The 
A rt o f Literary Biography (1995) is one example of a book 
that only studies the writing of au thors’ lives. Herm ione 
Lee’s Body Parts: Essays on Life-writing (2005) focuses on 
literary subjects (Jane Austen, Percy Bysshe Shelley and 
Virginia Woolf), while the texts she com m ents on in her 
very short in troduction  to  the genre of 
19 I am referring to Lee biography are largely about authors.19
2009 here. Javier M arias’s Written Lives [Vidas
Escritas] (2000) exclusively deals with 
historical authors, and might as well be titled Writers’ Lives; 
A ntonio  Tabucchi’s ‘dream s’ prim arily of poets and writers 
of fiction in his Dreams o f Dreams [Sogni di sogni] (1992).
Biographical fiction about authors may connect life and art 
by referencing its subject’s own fiction, drama or poetry in the 
writing of his or her life. Contemporary fiction about historical 
authors is related to rewriting in this respect. A  fictionalised 
biographical narrative can explore its own (inter)textuality 
more freely than a scholarly biography, especially when the 
life it writes is an author’s. But this is not to  say that literary 
biography never references the writing of its author-subjects. In 
Body Parts, Hermione Lee writes about death scenes in literary 
biography and how the fiction of authors may be evoked in 
descriptions of their deaths. In the essay ‘How to End it All’, 
Lee ponders one of the m ost difficult questions a biographer 
of an author can be faced with: “do you allow yourself to 
describe their death as they might have done it, in their fictions 
or poetry?” (2005: 200) She argues that Peter Ackroyd is “trying 
to  emulate and even parody his subject’s literary strategies and 
his language” in his biography of Dickens (1990), and mentions 
John Halperin’s Jane Austen (1984) as being similar in this 
respect. Ackroyd and Halperin “fictionalise their deathbed 
scenes, in attempts to be ‘true’, not to  the realities of their 
death, but to  the spirit of their writer’s life,” Lee remarks 
(210). In his 1993 biography of Philip Larkin, Andrew M otion
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is “writing -  as is perhaps inevitable -  in the shadow of the 
writer’s own voice and feelings” ; Lee believes that there is “an 
irresistable echo of the work of the poet himself” in M otion’s 
writing of Larkin’s life (213-4). In literary biography, an author’s 
fiction, drama or poetry is evoked as soon as a text quotes 
from its subject in (sub-)titles, mottos, inscriptions or captions 
to  illustrations and photographs.
References to a subject’s own writing are often applauded 
in reviews. W riting about Michael Holroyd’s biography of 
Lytton Strachey, Peter Ackroyd observes that, “H olroyd’s 
great achievement was to  maintain that tone and style 
[Strachey’s] throughout a much longer narrative” (2001: 265). 
Catherine Peters, who, as said, warns against the “ventriloquist 
biography”, suggests that a “nouvelle biographie (...) in which 
anonymous characters moved through a neutral landscape, 
living out narrative-free existences [would be] an appropriate 
and challenging form for a biography of Samuel Beckett”
(1995: 44). Finally, in Richard Davenport-Hines’s A  Night at 
the Majestic, Graham Robb is quoted as having praised the 
book’s “splendidly Proustian approach to
biography”.20 Biographical fiction further 20 Robb is quoted inside 
develops the experimenting with Proustian the 2007 paperback 
approaches in biographies of Proust. edition (Davenport-
As will be shown in the chapter about Hines 2007).
the fictionalisation of the life story of 
R obert Louis Stevenson, biographical fiction often writes 
au tho rs’ lives by rewriting their fiction. In ‘R obert Louis 
Stevenson: W riting the A u tho r’s Life in Reference to 
the A u thor’s Fiction’, I will offer an explanation for the 
popularity of authors as subjects for biographical fiction 
and I will apply theory  about the status of authors and texts 
to  fiction that seems to  write ‘dead’ authors back to  life. In 
the case study about Stevenson the character in fiction, I 
will also illustrate how biographies and novels relate to  each 
other as form s of life-writing in their being intertextual.
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V IC TORIA NS AN D ALTERNAT IVE 
PERSPECTIVES:  OSCAR WILDE
Biographical fiction about au thors is also related to  
rew riting in  term s of the ‘liberated ’ and ‘em ancipated’ 
way it represents non-norm ative behaviour as well as 
m arginalised figures in society. The n ineteen th  century  is a 
favourite setting for biographical fiction and rew riting that 
does n o t shy away from  portraying an historical p e rio d ’s 
darker aspects. W ith  their em phasis on  a ‘great’ a u th o r’s 
very private, or, even, secret life, fictionalised biographical 
narratives connect w ith recent novels tha t take alternative 
perspectives on  life in V ictorian  Britain, such as Peter 
C arey’s Jack M aggs (1997), Sarah W aters’s Tipping the 
Velvet (1998), A ffin ity  (1999) and Fingersmith (2002); and 
M ichel Faber’s The Crimson and W hite Petal (2002) and 
The A pp le  (2006). F iction about V ictorian  au thors evinces 
a special in terest in  issues that are also recurring them es 
in  rew riting in general: p ro stitu tion  and crime, m ental 
illnesses and physical diseases, sexual perversity  and 
pornography, colonialism , and the explo itation  o f class 
distinctions.
Biographical fiction takes its cue from  contem porary  
biography in  this m atter as well. As H erm ione Lee has 
said, “ [b]iography has changed enorm ously the last 
hundred  years in what it allows itself to  talk about 
(...) But w ith the increasing dom inance, popularity, 
professionalisation and -  it m ust be added -  scandal- 
m ongering -  of biography in the tw entieth  century, 
real warts are now allowed to  be included” (2005: 3). It 
is generally agreed that, in M iranda Seym our’s words, 
m odern  biography is a result o f “our [changed] attitude 
to  privacy” (2002: 254). The growing popularity  of life- 
writing in  all its form s may, thus, be explained by the 
contem porary  reader’s desire for “stories and details
43
and particulars in (...) life-stories” (Lee 2005: 3). Readers 
o f biographies “persistently want the real and true  life,” 
Bernhard  Fetz writes (Fetz and Schweiger 
2006: 12).21
Like biography, biographical fiction 
is increasingly interested in previously 
‘forgotten’ figures, the underrepresented 
‘m in o r’ characters in  the life stories of 
the ‘great’. A  book like Ruth B utler’s 
Hidden in the Shadow of the Master. The 
M odel-W ives o f Cézanne, M onet and Rodin (2007) is a typical 
example of a biography in which ‘subsidiary’ lives take 
centre stage; Susan V reeland’s Qirl in H yacinth Blue (1999), 
which tells the story  of one of Johannes V erm eer’s models, 
is an instance of the em ancipatory approach in fiction. In 
biographical fiction, the ‘great’ are often viewed from  the 
perspective of life in their shadows. C atherine Peters goes 
so far as to  say that the servant’s biography has becom e a 
sub-genre of biographical writing (1995: 47). She illustrates 
her po in t by referring to  Virginia W o o lf’s Flush and 
M argaret Forster’s Lady’s M a id  (1990), which bo th  demand 
attention for Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s historical 
servant, Elizabeth W ilson. In 2007, W oolf became the 
subject of a biography that writes her life as the m aster of 
household  staff: A lison Light’s Mrs W oolf and the Servants. 
The Hidden Heart o f Domestic Service.
Lady’s M aid  is actually a novel, the first M argaret 
Forster wrote after having completed a biography of 
Barrett Browning in 1988. It has its origin in a notoriously 
long footnote in Virginia W oolf’s Flush, her 1933 spoof 
biography of the p oe t’s pet dog. In the note, W oolf 
considers the possibility of the writing of the life of 
Barrett Browning’s servant, a wom an we know  next to 
nothing about. Apparently, Forster recognised a subject 
for fictionalised life-writing in W ilson, the forgotten
21 Fetz writes about 
"Leserinnen und Leser 
von Biographien, die 
hartnäckig das wirkliche 
und eigentliche Leber 
wollen".
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lady’s maid, and told her poorly docum ented story to 
the background of the life of the Brownings. In a similar 
move, Andrew M otion produced two examples of 
biographical fiction after having w ritten a biography of 
John Keats in 1997: Wainewright the Poisoner (2000) and the 
aforem entioned The Invention of Dr Cake. Both texts are 
spin-offs from  M otion ’s Keats biography. Wainewright the 
Poisoner is a fictionalised autobiography of the historical 
Thom as Griffiths W ainwright, while The Invention o f Dr 
C ake, presented as an authentic docum ent, discloses how 
Keats, after having faked his death in Rome, abandoned 
poetry and chose to  work as a physician in an English 
village. It is telling that both  Forster and M otion followed 
up the writing of scholarly biographies w ith that of 
biographical fiction; as observed above, Shakespeare 
biographer Jonathan Bate has recently done the same. In the 
cases of Forster, M otion  and Bate, biographical fiction is 
quite literally an extension of life-writing that initially took 
the form  of scholarly biography.
Biographical fiction ‘spo ts’ stories about marginalised 
individuals in texts that write the lives of the ‘great’; novels 
and plays may give them  a face and a voice by using that 
‘great’ life story as a frame. The th ird  case study of this 
book, ‘O scar W ilde: The Victorian Past as a C onstruct of 
the Postm odern Present’, starts with the question of how 
a present constructs a past with contem porary concerns in 
m ind and challenges chronology in the process. This is the 
chapter in which I will explain the preference for V ictorian 
subjects in biographical narratives that democratise history 
by demythologising ‘great’ authors and emancipating 
marginalised individuals.
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HENRY JAMES:
SPATIAL IMAGES 
AND THE 
MAKING OF KEY 
SCENES
For him now always the recurring dream  
Is just the mild, dear light of Lam b House falling  
Beautifully down the pages of his calling.
Donald Justice,
‘Henry Jam es a t the Pacific’
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Focusing on the portrayal of Henry James (1843-1916) 
in recent biographical narratives, this chapter will address 
the question how the fictional representations o f historical 
places are turned into loci o f meaning in texts about an 
author’s life. I will demonstrate how spatial images structure 
fictionalised life-writing and help create a particular memory 
of a nineteenth-century novelist like James. Through its 
textualisation of historical settings, biographical fiction 
contributes to the establishing or confirmation of actual 
places as sites o f memory. In recently published fictional 
texts about the life o f Henry James two places play an 
especially important part; the key scenes in the life stories 
constructed by these texts are either situated in Venice or in 
Jam es’s English home in Rye, Sussex. Venice and Rye do not 
simply serve as backgrounds to these scenes. In fact, their 
being ‘key’ depends on the texts’ investing of spatial images 
with symbolic meaning.
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THE DECADE OF HENRY JAMES
Henry Jam es has become somewhat o f a star o f 
contem porary biographical fiction about authors. The 
short list o f the 2004 M an Booker Prize included two 
novels in which Henry Jam es personally as well as 
m em ories o f his life and art play a decisive role: Colm  
T oib in ’s The M aster  (2004) and A lan H ollinghurst’s The 
Line o f Beauty  (2004), the latter o f which would go on 
to win the prize. This coincidence is less o f a surprise if 
seen in the context o f a whole batch of fictionalisations 
o f the Am erican author’s life story published between 
2002 and 2005, which includes Emma Tennant’s Felony 
(2002), David Lodge’s Author, Author (2004) and Michiel 
H eyns’s The Typewriter’s T ale  (2005). Lodge, unaware 
o f T o ib in ’s and H eyns’s projects while writing his own 
biographical novel about James, has even referred to 
the 2004-5 book season as ‘The Year of 
Henry Jam es’.22 U p to the present day,
Jam es has remained a popular subject 
for biographical fiction, as evidenced by 
his appearance as a character in Cynthia 
O zick’s A n  (U nfortunate) Interview with 
Henry Jam es  (2005) and the title story of her D ictation  
(2008), in Edm und W hite’s H otel de D ream  (2007), 
Richard Liebm ann-Sm ith’s The Jam es Boys (2008), 
in Joyce Carol O ates’s short story ‘The M aster at St 
Bartholom ew ’s, 1914-1916’ (2008), and, finally, in a 
second work by Colm  Toibin, ‘Silence’ (2010). Perhaps, 
looking back on the first ten years o f the twenty-first 
century, it is more appropriate to speak o f ‘The D ecade  
o f Henry Jam es’.
The current peak in fictionalised biographical writing 
about ‘the M aster’ is striking to say the least. It is not 
that these texts are the first to turn Henry Jam es into a
22 See David Lodge's 
collection of essays 
of the same title  
(Lodge 2007).
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character in fiction. Various characters in fiction by (near-) 
contem poraries were modelled on the Am erican author 
already: there is Jervase M arion in Vernon Lee’s story 
‘Lady T al’ (1893); the protaganist o f H.G. W ells’s novel 
Boon  (1915); and M r Fortescue in Virginia W oolf’s N ight 
and D ay  (1920). The historical James did not find W ells’s 
Boon a very flattering portrait. A s he wrote to his younger 
colleague,
It is art that makes life, makes interest, makes importance, 
and I know of no substitute whatever for the force and beauty 
of its process. I f  I were Boon I should say that any pretense 
of such a  substitute is helpless and hopeless humbug; but I
wouldn’t be Boon for the world, and am  only 
23 As quoted on h ttp :// yours faithfully, Henry Jam es.23 
www.classicreader.com/
author/25/about/ In more recent biographical fiction,
(January 20'0). the M aster is, indeed, ‘only’ Henry
James. It distinguishes itself from  earlier 
examples o f fictionalisations o f the author’s life story by 
making him appear as a character under his own name.
A s Adeline Tintner explains in the fourth chapter o f 
Henry Jam es Legacy: The A fterlife  o f his Figure and Fiction  
(1998), this has been increasingly the case over the past 
thirty years. D iscussing novels by, amongst others, Bruce 
Elliot and Gore Vidal, she shows that David Lodge is 
wrong when he writes that Emma Tennant’s Felony was 
the first text since Vernon Lee’s ‘Lady Tal’ to represent 
Jam es under his historical name (4). The late-twentieth- 
century and early-twenty-first-century fictionalisation of 
Jam es attracts attention for other reasons as well: first, it 
has produced a great variety o f texts within a short period 
o f time; and second, the texts are thematically closely 
related, focusing, as they do, on Jam es’s dealing with 
women and his own sexuality.
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Especially the novels published between 2002 and 
2005 seem closely related, even if, as David Lodge says 
in The Year o f Henry Jam es (2006), they were written 
independently o f each other. The texts by Michiel 
Heyns, David Lodge, Emma Tennant and Colm  Toibin 
all choose to construct the Henry Jam es o f the 1890s 
and the early 1900s. During this period, Jam es divided 
his time between London and the remote town of Rye, 
where he lived in relative seclusion at Lamb House. The 
novels’ shared interest in the older, ‘English’ Henry 
James, life and work at Lamb H ouse and the women 
that dom inate the M aster’s m em ories suggest that 
their near-simultaneous appearance was no accident.
It was not “ a coincidence waiting to happen,” as 
David Lodge has written (2007: 5). True, Jam es is both a 
writer’s writer and a biographer’s, and he is o f special 
interest to critics influenced by feminism and Queer 
Theory -  two explanations Lodge gives for Jam es’s 
popularity as a subject for biographical fiction (2007:
5-6). But there is another reason to assum e that the m ost 
recent fictionalisation o f Jam es’s life story is less o f an 
incident than the earlier, more sporadically published 
instances. It should be noted that Tennant, Toibin 
and Lodge rely heavily on one particular scholarly 
biography: Lyndall G ordon ’s A  Private L ife  o f Henry 
Jam es: Two Women an d  his A rt (1998). The main subject 
o f this biographical study is Jam es’s (mal)treatment of 
his niece Minny Temple (1845-70) and fellow-writer 
Constance Fenimore W oolson (1840-94), which is also 
the preferred perspective in the novels that followed 
in its wake. The fiction highlights Jam es’s relationship 
with W oolson and portrays it, like G ordon, as being 
representative for the way in which Jam es treated the 
people closest to him or with whom he was, perhaps, 
romantically involved. It does so by constructing two
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historical places as ‘sites’ associated with Jam es and 
W oolson and the form er’s alleged betrayal o f their 
friendship: Venice, where W oolson com m itted suicide; 
and Lamb House, where Jam es sublim ated feelings of 
guilt about her early death in the writing o f his fiction -  
at least, according to G ordon.
It is no coincidence either that the fiction about Henry 
Jam es o f the first decade o f the new millennium chooses 
to limit its scope to the writing of events in Jam es’s life 
that may give readers insight into the author’s thinking 
about gender roles and (his own) sexuality. Over the past 
thirty years, rewriting and biographical fiction have placed 
emphasis on the downside of Victorian achievement 
and the private, if not secret lives o f ‘great’ Victorian 
achievers. A s is the case with other fiction about (late-) 
nineteenth-century individuals, the biographical novels 
in which Henry Jam es appears as a character put the 
spotlight on the m an’s failings more so than on his 
successes: both Colm  T oib in ’s and David Lodge’s texts 
make a key scene out o f the humiliating flop of Jam es’s 
1895 play Quy Dom ville, while others go out o f their way 
to make him seem as unsympathetic as possible. Hence, 
Jam es is out-and-out exploitative in Emma Tennant’s 
novel, and a coward who has lost touch with reality in 
Joyce Carol O ates’s short story.
The fiction about James is representative o f the 
contemporary fascination with historical individuals from 
the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries and is a 
typical product o f the turn-of-the-millennium memory 
boom, which has also led to costume drama adaptations of 
some of Jam es’s novels -  films that may well have inspired 
the biographical fiction in which the author himself is the 
main subject: Jane Cam pion’s The Portrait of a  Lady  (1996); 
Ian Softley’s The Wings of the Dove (1997); and James Ivory’s 
The Qolden Bowl (2000).
55
THE MEMORY WAVE
Biographical fiction about nineteenth-century 
authors proliferates amid what som e have referred to as 
a “ memory wave” (Kansteiner 2002: 179). H istorical novels 
in which they appear as characters may be studied 
for the way in which they reflect a collective memory 
o f the past they try to bring alive. For instance, 
similarities in the portrayal o f the late-nineteenth 
century in neo-Victorian rewriting may be a pointer 
to the existence o f a collectively remembered image 
o f the Victorian period in Great Britain, an idea I will 
explore in detail in the chapter in this book about 
O scar W ilde’s afterlife in biography and fiction.
In contem porary memory discourse, terms like 
‘collective m em ory’ , ‘social m em ory’ and ‘cultural 
m em ory’ som etim es appear interchangeable. The 
first two terms have been in use ever since Maurice 
Halbwachs and Aby W arburg developed their theories 
o f a culturally, instead o f biologically determined 
collective m emory (Jan Assmann 1995: 125). Collective 
memory, as they understand it, is not hereditary and, 
thus, never a constant across generations. It is always 
a result o f the communication between members 
o f a community about the past they feel they share. 
W hat to remember, and how, is negotiated within a 
community, society or group; every time memory is 
communicated or expressed, a new story o f the group’s 
shared past is written. Remembering, Aleida Assm ann 
adds, “ does not preserve an original stim ulus in a 
pure and fixed form  but is a process o f continuous 
re-inscription and reconstruction in an ever changing 
present” (2008: 53). M em ory is created in the moment 
o f remembering and involves both “ forgetting and 
inventing” (Sturken 1996: 32).
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Biographical fiction is a form of life-writing that 
acknowledges that forgetting and inventing are inherent to 
the act of remembering. Generally, as has been signalled in 
the introductory chapter, it takes historical fact and invents, 
or imagines, the story suggested by or glimpsed in fact. It 
looks at a life’s key moments instead of telling a complete, 
chronologically ordered life story. It cannot tell all; the 
writing of lives is a constructing of stories and those are 
always results o f selection -  in biographical fiction even more 
so than in scholarly biography. Fiction selects to construct the 
representative scene in a life: it ‘forgets’ in order to find focus.
In this chapter I will examine how the textual 
construction of historical places contributes to biographical 
fiction’s key scene-making, to the forgetting and inventing 
o f fictionalised life-writing. The main question I will answer 
is how narratives like those in which Henry James is a 
character give structure to a life story by employing spatial 
images as text organisors.
SITES OF MEMORY
In cultural memory discourse, places are given special 
importance as ‘sites of m em ory’. In 1925, Maurice 
Halbwachs wrote that,
Space is a  reality that endures: since our impressions rush 
by, one after another, and leave nothing behind in our mind, 
we can understand how we can recapture the past only by 
understanding how it is, in effect, preserved by our physical 
surroundings. It is to space — the space we occupy, traverse, 
have continual access to, or can a t any time reconstruct in 
thought and im agination — that we must turn our attention. 
O ur thought must focus on it i f  this or that category of 
remembrances is to reappear (1980: 140).
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The status o f places as sites of memory is, again, 
determined culturally. This is done by texts like the 
biographical narratives discussed in this chapter. In the 
following paragraphs, I will demonstrate how the image of 
an historical place produced by texts is turned into a symbol 
and used to represent a life that was only partly lived in this 
particular place. Thus, the textualisation of places, and the 
process o f giving them symbolic meaning, turns these places 
into spaces or sites where memory is concentrated.
Pierre N ora’s writing about so-called lieux de mémoire 
has significantly contributed to the understanding of the 
concept o f ‘site o f m emory’. Lieux de mémoire are culturally 
determined sites in which memory is concentrated and 
continuously re-enacted. N ora’s lieux are “ simple and 
ambiguous, natural and artificial, at once immediately 
available in concrete sensual experience and susceptible to 
the most abstract elaboration (...) The imagination invests 
[lieux de mémoire] with a symbolic aura” (1989: 18-9). It is 
a pity that lieux are often exclusively interpreted as places 
where history was made -  actual places, that is. For instance, 
a recent four-part study of Dutch sites o f memory, edited 
by Maarten Prak, only features chapters on buildings, 
landscapes and other sorts o f public spaces (Prak 2006).
N ora’s lieux can be places where history was made, but they 
may equally well refer to sites in a metaphorical sense, as 
long as they are the “ object o f a ritual” (19) -  an idea I find 
particularly useful. As I understand Nora, lieux de mémoire 
do not have to be actual places, neither is ‘site’ just another 
word for ‘place’. Lieux  can also be a community’s traditions, 
a country’s national symbols and a group’s heroes and 
heroines. They can be mythologised historical persons 
(Shakespeare, Lord Nelson, Che Guevara) as well as fictional 
characters (Hamlet, Jane Eyre, Sherlock Holmes). ‘9/11’ is 
not a physical space, but it is as much a lieu de mémoire as 
Ground Zero to me. An author like Henry James may be a
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lieu de mémoire as well: perhaps, through the combination 
o f the fictionalisation of his life story and the rewriting 
o f his work, James has become a site of Victorianism, 
or, more specifically, of the nineteenth-century author as 
deconstructed in the twentieth. However, the portrayal 
o f James the author in contemporary biographical fiction 
largely depends on the ways in which the same fiction 
constructs historical places associated with the Master.
A U TH O R S ' HOMES
Places associated with authors are especially interesting as 
sites of memory, just as literary biography and biographical 
fiction about authors add an extra dimension to the writing of 
lives, if only because the lives o f its subjects are so intricately 
linked with writing themselves. Authors’ homes, Harald 
Hendrix says in Writers’ Houses and the M aking o f Memory 
(2008), are maintained and visited as “ materialized fictions 
(...) where the author’s world of imagination is being fixed in 
matter and becomes a kind of parallel expression to the literary 
one” (3). Writers’ houses are given meanings that “ cannot any 
longer be controlled by the author’s personal perspective, but 
may and indeed increasingly are being appropriated by others, 
who in their turn may project their meanings and memories 
onto the house” (5). Indeed, “ [t]he meaning of such houses 
clearly goes beyond their material appearance” (8), and is 
attached to the places in the process o f remembering -  for 
example, I would say, in the form of life-writing.
O f course, the retrospective giving of meaning to places, 
independent o f their actual appearance, also holds for 
historical sites that are not associated with authors. But if 
an actual place is given meaning through writing, through 
textualisation, then the fact that it is remembered for its 
association with a person who was a writer him or herself
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does make its construction as a site of memory more 
complicated. In remembering, and through its being turned 
into a monument, an author’s home becomes the site of 
his or her fiction, too: it is not only where we look for the 
historical author, the ‘real’ Henry James, but also for the 
author implied in Jam es’s fiction. Harald Hendrix believes 
that writers’ houses “ are turned into monuments out o f a 
desire to remember the authors who lived there -  like other 
illustrious persons that became the objects o f remembrance 
cults -  but also to enable visitors, through “ that moment 
of contact -  practical yet mystical -  between writer 
and reader,” to come into contact with the imaginative 
world created by the author, and thus to
participate in his imagination” (239).2 4  Lamb 2 4  Hendrix quotes from 
House, certainly, is both the place where Julian Barnes here.
the historical author Henry James lived and 
where some of his best known and most highly acclaimed 
fiction was conceived and written.
Recent biographical fiction confirms the status of Lamb 
House as a lieu de mémoire: it is the place to visit James and 
James’s fiction at, both literally and metaphorically. James only 
lived at the house during the last twenty years o f his life, but 
the fictionalised biographical narratives succeed in textualising 
James’s Rye phase as being representative for the whole of it. 
The construction of Lamb House in the biographical fiction is 
a concentrating of memory, but it is also a framing of fact that 
provides structure to the writing of James’s life story.
CREATIVE FACT
In the fiction about James, the textualisation of the 
historical Lamb House and the key scene-making that depends 
on it, may be an example of what virginia w o o lf first called 
a ‘giving’ o f ‘creative fact’, a term that frequently crops up in
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discussions of the merging of biography and fiction. As I have 
explained in the ‘Introduction’, W oolf’s ‘creative fact’ is often 
used to describe what twenty-first-century writers of lives are 
or should be doing. She first uses the term in an essay called 
‘The Art of Biography’ (1939), even if an earlier piece about 
life-writing, 1927’s ‘The New Biography’, hints at creative fact 
without coining a term for it. Both essays attempt to answer 
the questions how facts are dealt with in biography, and how 
much art should be allowed in the writing of lives.
In the 1927 essay, Virginia W oolf reflects on the 
combining of the “granite-like solidity” of truth and the 
“ rainbow-like intangibility” o f personality; “ the aim of 
biography is to weld these two into one seamless whole,” 
she writes in ‘The New Biography’ (2008a: 95). “ [I]n order 
that the light o f personality may shine through, facts must 
be manipulated; some must be brightened; others shaded; 
yet, in the process, they must never lose their integrity”
(95). Indeed, it appears she is talking about creative fact 
already here: a biographer may “manipulate” fact to make it 
“ fertile” , but only if he or she respects its “ integrity” .
‘The Art of Biography’ shows the consistency in Virginia 
W oolf’s thinking about life-writing and the biographer’s 
dilemma of having to balance fact and fiction. In this 
second essay, she begins by comparing Lytton Strachey’s 
biographies o f Queen Victoria and Elizabeth I. Victoria’s 
is the better biography, because Strachey did not have 
to invent and fictionalise as much as in his book about 
the Virgin Queen. In the early-twentieth century, when 
Strachey and W oolf were writing, many of Queen Victoria’s 
contemporaries were still alive. Besides, Victoria’s life 
had been documented so well, that there was hardly any 
reason for her biographer to invent. “ The biographer could 
not invent her, because at every moment some document 
was at hand to check his invention,” W oolf says (2008b:
122). Invention is only needed, and only allowed if the
6 1
biographer is faced with poorly documented (episodes in) 
lives, she writes. W oolf suggests that a successful biography 
like Strachey’s Queen Victoria may create an image of 
its subject that is subsequently remembered as truth. In 
W oolf’s words, “ Strachey’s Queen Victoria will be Queen 
Victoria, just as Boswell’s Johnson is now Dr. Johnson”
(122). The constructed image is what enters collective 
memory: the Life becomes the life in people’s perceptions.
Because a biographer’s invention can be checked, he or she 
should not cheat and fictionalise fact that has been recorded. 
And yet, W oolf goes on to explain, that which is accepted as 
fact may change according to a given time’s view on life and 
changes o f opinion as to what may and may not be reported 
on (124). ‘The Art of Biography’ continues to question the 
status of fact: if biographers in W oolf’s own time were 
more free to report on aspects of historical individuals’ 
personalities that had been taboo in the nineteenth, then how 
‘factual’ had even earlier biographies about these individuals 
been? W oolf realises that this is not just an issue of a simple 
surfacing of more documentation. The idea that every age has 
its own Shakespeare entails that, even if a biographer does 
not invent, his or her biography is always only one take on 
its subject’s life -  a take that is inevitably interpretation, and 
one influenced by what is considered important to report on 
in the biographer’s present. W oolf stresses that there is never 
one truthful representation of a life in writing: the biographer, 
she says, “must be prepared to admit contradictory versions 
of the same face” , since “diversity” will bring out “not a riot 
of confusion, but a richer unity” (125).
Virginia W oolf distinguishes between different sorts of 
facts. There is biography’s fact: that which can be checked and 
is true to history. And there is the artist’s fact: truth within 
the context o f a fictional story. According to Woolf, the two 
facts should not mix: “ If [the biographer] invents facts as an 
artist invents them -  facts that no one else can verify -  and
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tries to combine them with facts o f the other sort, they 
destroy each other” (123). This is not to say, W oolf makes 
clear in the final paragraphs of ‘The Art of Biography’, that 
the biographer cannot go about his business creatively. As she 
says in the concluding sentences of the essay -  which would 
turn out to be her last word on the topic -, “ the biographer 
does more to stimulate the imagination than any poet or 
novelist save the very greatest” :
For very few poets and novelists are capable of that high degree 
of tension which gives us reality. But almost any biographer, if 
he respects facts, can give us much more than another fact to add 
to our collection. He can give us the creative fact; the fertile fact; 
the fact that suggests and engenders ( ...)  For how often, when a  
biography is read and tossed aside, some scene remains bright, 
some figure lives on in the depths o f the mind, and causes us, 
when we read a  poem or a  novel, to feel a  start of recognition, as  
if  we remembered that we had known before (126).
Creative fact, then, is not synonymous with invention: 
for a biographer to give us (the) creative fact, he or she 
must “ respect facts” first. The biographer may use fact 
to create life stories with scenes that remain “ bright” and 
linger on in readers’ minds, even in the reading of later 
texts. This is not a violating o f fact on the biographer’s 
part, but a fram ing: a writing of fact that produces 
memorable scenes that work on readers’ imaginations.
VENICE: FROM BIOGRAPHY TO FICTION
Willem Otterspeer, one biographer dissatisfied with 
the Dutch life-writing tradition (or with the lack thereof), 
does believe that creative fact is not the same as “ inventing 
something, [but] form” (2007). He singles out one of the
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recent novels about Henry James as a good example of 
how creative fact should be used by writers of lives: Colm 
Toibin’s The M aster. Otterspeer, who does not distinguish 
between fictional and non-fictional biography, refers to 
Toibin’s representation of a scene set in Venice -  a bona fide 
key scene, as will become clear shortly. In one of the most 
memorable scenes o f The M aster, Henry James tries to get rid 
o f the dresses of the recently deceased Constance Fenimore 
W oolson by drowning them in the lagoon of Venice. The 
writing of this historical event is used to create an image 
of James that symbolises the relation between James and 
Woolson, one that is, perhaps, also suggestive of Jam es’s 
psychology. It is given this symbolic meaning by the way it 
is integrated in the narrative o f Jam es’s life it constructs. It 
is made a key scene, representative o f the perspective that 
Toibin’s novel as a whole takes on Jam es’s relationships with 
the women in his life. What is interesting, is that Willem 
otterspeer seems convinced that the scene-making of The 
M aster is a brilliant invention of Toibin’s text. otterspeer is 
unaware of the fact that Toibin’s novel, like Emma Tennant’s 
and David Lodge’s, was inspired by Lyndall Gordon’s A 
Private Life of Henry Jam es. G ordon’s biography starts with 
the Venetian lagoon scene and returns to it in a later chapter. 
The novels of 2002-5 further develop Gordon’s scene-making 
and her giving of symbolic meaning to an historical event 
in text; the fiction even uses words, phrases and images 
from the biography. It seems to find an invitation to the 
fictionalisation of Jam es’s life story in Gordon’s observation 
that, “ Everything in James -  fictions, reviews, and memoirs
-  suggests that documentary truth is limited and needs the 
complement o f imaginative truth” (1999: 370).
In January 1894, Constance Fenimore W oolson, great- 
niece o f the American novelist James Fenimore Cooper, fell 
to her death from a window of her apartment in Venice. It 
is highly likely that she committed suicide. At that moment,
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Henry James was one of her best friends; they were also 
each other’s most critical readers. James travelled to Italy 
to take care o f the deceased W oolson’s belongings. As 
Lyndall Gordon says in her study of his relationship with 
W oolson, James felt so guilty about not having helped 
his friend in moments o f depression that he burned most 
of W oolson’s letters for fear that her death might be 
explained as a reaction to his persistent, though never too 
explicit, rejection of a more intimate relationship with her. 
Apparently, W oolson wanted a proper relationship with 
James -  possibly, even one sealed by marriage.
G ordon’s A  Private Life begins with a scene in which 
Henry James and Fenimore W oolson’s gondolier try to 
dispose o f W oolson’s letters and dresses in the lagoon of 
Venice in April 1894. It is a memorable and very visual scene, 
with W oolson’s dark dresses coming to the surface of the 
water again, like “ black balloons” (1). In a later part o f her 
book, Gordon interprets the same scene as being symbolic 
of Jam es’s dealing with Woolson. In that part, the dresses 
are filled with W oolson’s presence and their refusal to sink 
is read as a metaphor for the way in which her memory will 
forever haunt the guilt-ridden James. W oolson’s dresses 
become “wilful phantoms [James] could not dispel” (290).
Emma Tennant’s Felony, the first biographical novel to be 
written about Henry James after the publication of Lyndall 
Gordon’s biography, tells the story of the writing of Jam es’s 
well-known novella The Aspern Papers. It simultaneously 
relates the history that the novella is based on, that of 
Edward Silsbee’s scheming to get his hands on the papers 
Percy Bysshe Shelley left behind with his wife’s stepsister, 
Claire Clairmont. Felony suggests that Jam es’s friendship with 
Constance Fenimore W oolson influenced the writing of The 
Aspern Papers to such a degree that it can be read as veiled 
autobiography. Jam es’s handling of W oolson’s confession of 
her love for him is seen as crucial to the understanding of his
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personality. In Felony, James the character uses the contact 
with W oolson to write The Aspern Papers, just like Silbee 
used Clairmont to obtain the Shelley papers. Whatever James 
dare not tell Fenimore in real life, he communicates through 
the characters in his story. Felony ends with the Venetian 
lagoon scene, thereby giving it the same prominence it has in 
G ordon’s biography and confirming its status as a key scene 
in the life story it writes. It is only a paragraph long, but it 
does mention G ordon’s “ black balloons” , “ black in black 
water” . “At last,” the final line o f Tennant’s novel reads, “ [the 
dresses] sink, to lie undisturbed along with Fenimore’s and 
Henry’s letters” (2003: 188).
Colm Toibin’s The M aster begins on the day Henry 
Jam es’s play Quy Domville is booed off stage by all members 
o f the audience that do not belong to his social circle.
Lamb House in Rye is Jam es’s preferred place of refuge, 
and one from which he views his past in private. He feels 
haunted by memories o f his most recent past: Italy and the 
untimely death of Fenimore W oolson. The M aster spends 
a total o f six pages on the description of the drowning 
of W oolson’s dresses in Venice. The heavy silences in the 
lagoon scene of The M aster add to the sinister feeling that, 
in the words of the novel, James and Tito the gondolier are 
“ doing something illegal” . The “ black balloons” return, as 
well as the suggestion that W oolson is somehow present, 
a marker o f a symbolic reading of the scene. Toibin’s text 
talks of a “ sea burial” , and it is not only the dresses that 
are ‘buried’ in the lagoon, but also W oolson herself: “ They 
might as well have been carrying her body, he thought, to 
lift her and drop her from the boat, let her sink into the 
water” (2004: 269). James does not participate in the drowning 
of the dresses: he only watches as the gondolier struggles 
to “ push” , “ prod” and “ sink” the balloons back under the 
surface. Then, when they are all gone and one bobs up again, 
James shouts: “ Leave it!”
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Venice and W oolson also appear in David Lodge’s 
Author, Author. Lodge’s novel about Henry James focuses 
on the M aster’s friendship with George Du Maurier and 
traces his life during the 1880s, when he tried his hand 
at playwriting and became emotionally involved with 
W oolson. James is shown daydreaming of recognition by 
larger audiences, but he also struggles to protect his integrity 
as a writer o f ‘high’ fiction in the face o f the popularisation 
o f art. Lodge’s version of the Venetian scene reads like a 
page from a scholarly biography such as G ordon’s. It has 
no dialogue, it is less ambiguous than The M aster ’s text and 
it views Jam es’s inner life predominantly from the outside. 
Still, it describes the dresses as “ swollen corpses, like so 
many drowned Fenimores” (2005: 210) and, so, also interprets 
the lagoon scene symbolically.
The novels from ‘The Year of Henry Jam es’ that credit 
Lyndall G ordon’s A  Private Life as a main source adopt its 
take on Jam es’s personality as well as that text’s suggestion 
that his treatment o f W oolson is representative of his 
dealing with others in moments o f self-confronting crisis. 
The way in which G ordon’s scene-making is picked up by 
novels in which Henry James is a character, exemplifies both 
how biographical fiction evolves from biography and how an 
historical individual is remembered through an interaction 
of varieties o f life-writing.
The textual construction of historical settings plays an 
important part in the scene-making of life narratives. In the 
recent fiction about Henry James, Venice is where the stand­
out scene of the novels is situated: taking its cue from a 
scholarly biography, it turns the textualised ‘Venice’ into the 
site of Jam es’s alleged betrayal o f W oolson. To James the 
character, Venice is forever associated with W oolson and the 
fear o f intimacy and exposure that made him stop her from 
coming too close. In Colm Toibin’s The M aster, Henry has 
to leave Venice to escape from her memory:
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‘Constance,’ he whispered, ‘I have come as close as I could, as 
near as I d ared .’
He imagined the choppy sea out a t the lagoon, and the 
nothingness that was there, wide water and the night. He 
imagined the wind howling out there in the void and the chaos 
of water, the place where there was no light, no love, and he 
saw her there, hovering over it, having become its equal. And  
he knew then to turn, to walk slowly back whence he came, step 
by guarded step, concentrating, making no mistakes until he 
reached a  place that he could recognize, the palace where he 
was a  guest, his books, his papers, his warm bed. That night he 
knew that he would leave Venice as soon as 
he could and go south and not return (274).25 25
After Venice, the biographical fiction 
about Henry James reconstructs a second 
historical place as a spatial image to 
organise text: Lamb House in Rye, Sussex. 
‘Venice’ even feeds into the narratives’ 
image-making of Jam es’s English home. At 
Lamb House, the Venice associated with 
W oolson -  and, thus, the Venetian lagoon 
scene -  is never far away. Lamb House 
turns out to be the ideal background for 
a textualisation of Jam es’s life as that of a 
late-nineteenth-century author.
In T(5ibin's later short 
story, 'Silence', Venice is 
mentioned again. Even 
if she is not explicitly 
referred to in that 
particular text, it is hare 
not to th ink of W oolsor 
when James discusses 
w ith others "whether it 
was best to lodge with 
friends there or find one's 
own lodging and thus win 
greater independence" 
(Toibin 2010: 26).
LAMB HOUSE
When Henry James took a 21-year lease on Lamb House 
in 1897, he acquired an important place in the local history 
of Rye. Built at the start o f the eighteenth century, it served 
as the mayor’s home for a number of generations. Lamb 
House is also known for the fact that King George I stayed
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there for one night in 1726. James first heard of the place 
when he saw a drawing of the Garden Room of Lamb House 
during a visit to Edward Warren. Coincidentally, the Garden 
Room is the only part o f the house that no longer exists: 
the one place where James did his writing and dictating 
was destroyed by German bombs in 1940. Lamb House is 
currently owned by the British National Trust. It is still lived 
in by writers and advertised as a tourist attraction for its 
connection with James and fellow-author E.F. Benson.
Lamb House is described in David Lodge’s Author,
Author in great detail. The paragraphs in which Lamb House 
is portrayed rather have the feel o f fastiduously researched 
biography than freely imagined fiction. Its introduction in 
the text and a later description together read like a tourist’s 
report o f a visit to the actual house in Rye:
[The Qarden Room] ( ...)  was attached to its parent, Lamb  
House, a t a  right angle in the cobbled grass-grown roadway, 
which descended steeply to the H igh Street. The architecture 
of the main house was plainer than the garden extension, but 
very pleasing to the eye: a  solid, honest English gentleman’s 
residence o f mature red brick, with seven sash windows, a  
handsome canopied front door with a  fine brass knocker, and 
three stone steps down to the pavement. It was an  immensely 
attractive house, and [Jam es] coveted it instantly (317-8).
It was almost exactly a  year ago that he had ascended the three 
stone steps and crossed the threshold for the first time. He vividly 
recalled moving through the house as if in a  dream, because 
the rooms so perfectly fulfilled his vague desires in their size and  
disposition: the handsome square hall; the cosy drawing room 
to the left, opening on to the garden, the quaint little parlour to 
the right ( . . .) ; the arched staircase that led up to the light and  
airy Qreen Room (so-called because of its painted panelling) 
which overlooked the garden through one window, and afforded
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a  fine view toward Winchelsea through the other (■■■); then the 
garden, with the ancient mulberry tree spreading its shade over 
a  broad flat lawn, bounded by flower beds and an old brick wall 
whose rich hues of red, pink and purple ( ...)  and finally — well, 
not finally, but it was the climax of his tour — the Qarden Room 
which [Edward] Warren had sketched, thus planting in him the 
first seed of yearning for this place (341-42).
After this passage, Lodge’s text continues with an account 
o f Lamb House’s origins and history as the home of local 
dignitaries. It recapitulates information found in non-fictional 
narratives such as Harford Montgomery Hyde’s The Story of 
Lam b House (1966) and Henry Jam es a t Home (1969).
In Colm Toibin’s The M aster , Lamb House is less of 
an object whose outward appearance may be described in 
painstaking detail, nor is its history before Jam es’s purchasing 
of it explained. In Toibin’s novel, Lamb House is textually 
constructed through descriptions o f the way in which one of 
its characters experience it: the image of the place is created 
through the rendering of Henry’s thoughts about it. This is 
the longest reflection on its appearances and feel in the novel:
A s soon as [Henry] went in through the door he sensed an air of 
sombre comfort. The downstairs rooms were small and cosy, and  
the rooms upstairs stately and filled with light. Some of the oak 
panelling had been covered with modern wallpaper, but could, 
he assured be easily restored. The two rooms opened onto the 
garden, which was well tended and decorously planted, if rather 
too large for his needs. The guest room had once housed George 
I and would, he knew, be suitable for family and friends (...) 
[W]hen he walked from the garden into the garden room, 
whose large bay window looked down the cobbled hill, and  
he caught a  glimpse of how he would use this room, how he 
would work here every day in the summer, basking in its brave, 
airy properties, its great light, he was forced to let out a  gasp.
70
A nd he could not contain himself any further when he sought 
to leave the garden room and stood facing the walled garden, 
the wall full of ancient creepers and an old mulberry tree 
offering shade and the brick turned russet with age and weather. 
Walking around the house and garden was like filling in a  form, 
the more ground he covered the closer he came, he was sure, to 
placing his signature a t the end, staking his claim  (131).
A  significant difference between David Lodge’s Author, 
Author and Colm Toibin’s The M aster is the varying degree 
in which the two texts attribute symbolic meaning to 
the historical setting of Lamb House. I would argue that 
Toibin’s ‘Lamb H ouse’ is the more symbolic: in The M aster, 
it is more space than place, and more of a site o f memory 
than it is in Lodge’s text. Thanks to Toibin’s textualising of 
Lamb House by way of his novel’s representation of Jam es’s 
experiences o f it, The M aster is able to suggest that it was 
James himself who was the first to recognise the symbolic 
meaning of Lamb House in his life. It is Henry the character 
who perceives Lamb House as “ a façade, a stretch of frontage 
to protect him from the world” (130-1), a phrase from a 1897 
James letter that is echoed in a chapter that describes him as 
enjoying “ being protected from the world by the high garden 
walls of Lamb H ouse” (222). Incidentally, or perhaps we 
should know better by now, both Leon Edel (1977b: 243) and 
H. Montgomery Hyde (1969: 84), interpret 
See Tintner 1998: "As Lamb House as a “ façade to one’s life” . 
the Samuel Johnson Leon Edel, who is still considered the
who dominates the main authority on Henry Jam es’s life,26
imagination of the interprets Jam es’s move to Lamb House
English-speaking psychoanalytically. His Freudian
world is Boswell's, so interpretation -  indeed, Edel writes that 
the Henry James who James and the inventor of psychoanalysis 
occupies present-day had “parallel developments” (1977b: 294) -  
attention is Edel's" (437). is based on a detailed reading of James’s
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correspondence, or what survives of it. He quotes remarks 
made by James when commenting on the surprisingly easy 
acquisition of Lamb House: “All my inclination is to take it -  I 
feel in fact doomed to do so (...), coerced by some supernatural 
power that relieves me of all the botheration of a decision or 
an alternative. I feel absolutely foredoomed to take a lease” 
(246-7). Edel concludes that, “ [t]he fates had decided; it was a 
‘turn of the screw’; he was ‘doomed’” (247). Lamb House, Edel 
writes, is the haunted house of the novelist’s childhood, the 
place where he can relive and ‘master’ past traumas:
The house symbolized the world of his childhood, the danger of 
self-assertion (...) In the house of Family [the home of the James 
family] he had to defend himself to escape [his brother] William 
(...) To change from London to Rye, to take a  house, represented 
(for one part of Henry James) an act of assertion (...) In The Turn 
of the Screw James was saying, on the remote levels of his buried 
self, that Lamb House was a  severe threat to his inner peace. It was 
haunted. It contained all the ghosts of his boyhood (...) (253-4).
It is significant that Edel uses the phrase a “turn of the screw” 
when describing how the purchasing of Lamb House apparently 
sealed Henry James’s fate. It is also striking that he reads James’s 
ghost story The Turn of the Screw as a subconscious commenting 
on the buying of the house in Rye on James’s part. Edel’s 
interpretation of the significance of Lamb House in James’s 
life story is founded on a very particular reading of a fiction by 
James himself; he makes too much of James’s use of “doomed” 
and “foredoomed” in his letters as well. Edel suggests the 
writing of The Turn of the Screw was heavily influenced by 
James’s first experiences as occupant of Lamb House and, then, 
refers to the story to explain what Lamb House meant to James 
when he moved there. Edel sees a one-to-one correspondence 
between the actual house in Rye and the fictional one called Bly: 
to contemporary visitors, he says, Lamb House appears “very
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much as James would describe it in The Turn of the Screw”  (242). 
However, no matter how particular Edel’s interpretation is, what 
is important to note here is that it has found its way into almost 
all of the biographical fiction about James -  without doubt as 
a result of the authoritative status of Edel’s biography. Thanks 
to Edel, it has become even more tempting to interpret James’s 
personal experiences with Lamb House as having inspired 
the writing of The Turn of the Screw and to portray the author 
through the construction of Jamesian scenes set at the place.
The various texts -  biography to fiction -  confirm the idea 
that Henry James and Lamb House are next to synonymous. 
None of the other houses that James lived in are described in 
an equally detailed and symbolic way as Lamb House; neither 
was life at James’s other homes ever recorded in studies 
specifically devoted to their histories, such as H. Montgomery 
Hyde’s The Story of Lamb House. In Cynthia Ozick’s An  
(Unfortunate) Interview with Henry James, a twenty-first century 
journalist interviews the Master at Lamb House, or “ rather, 
its precise duplicate in the Other World” (2005). Ostensibly 
James and Lamb House are considered inseparable to the 
extent that he is imagined as living there even in the next life. 
The image of James at Lamb House is clearly an attractive 
one, to biographers and novelists alike. Readers’ continuing 
fascination for The Turn of the Screw may be one explanation, 
but it could also be that the image helps entrench the memory 
of James as a Victorian, or as a late-nineteenth-century man.
EQUIVALENCE
In Colm  T oibin ’s The M aster, the sym bolism attributed 
to Lamb House by Henry James himself prepares for 
metaphors later in the novel such as “ the locked room 
of himself, a place whose safety he needed as desperately 
as he needed [W oolson’s] involvement with him ” (255).
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It is the memory of Constance Fenimore W oolson that 
haunts James the m ost at Lamb House, and it is through 
the telling of the friendship of the two American authors 
that The M aster succeeds in representing the fundamental 
conflict in Jam es’s life: his having to choose between ‘life’ 
and ‘art’ all the time. W hen the friendship with W oolson 
was in danger o f developing beyond his control and all 
too real experiences threatened to disturb his emotional 
stability, James retreated into the writing o f his fiction, 
through which he first communicated with W oolson 
and, later, tried to come to terms with her suicide. At 
T oibin ’s Lamb House, where James does the writing 
about W oolson, thoughts o f Venice are never distant -  
and neither are Jam es’s other memories o f his running 
away from all too real experiences (the American Civil 
War, the death of Minny Temple). The spatial image of 
Lamb House constructed by The M aster  functions as the 
centre o f the narrative’s mirroring, o f its suggesting of 
equivalence between scenes before and after ‘Venice’.
A  detailed reading of T oibin ’s novel will bring to light 
how the image o f Lamb House organises the text and 
contributes to the construction of key scenes and the 
giving of meaning to historical fact.
A s Ann Rigney has pointed out with regard to Walter 
Scott’s The H eart o f M idloth ian , the poetic concept 
o f ‘equivalence’ can be usefully employed to describe 
how fiction about historical individuals such as the 
Scottish novelist’s may suggest significant connections 
between different historical events by means o f a specific 
structuring o f narratives. Rigney explains how authors 
o f fiction may use their artistic freedom to “ weave two 
historical cases into a communal story” (2004: 379), or, 
within the same text, bring inherently independent events 
into a meaningful relationship. A s Rigney says, “ [i]t is the 
repetition of comparable events in the narrative syntagma
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(...) which endows otherwise disparate events with a 
mutually reinforcing meaning” (378). The key scenes o f 
biographical fiction are often constructed in such a way 
that they derive meaning in relation to each other -  for 
instance, in a pattern of symmetry.
The M aster deals with the period between January 
1895 and October 1899, the years in which Henry James 
moved to and settled at Lamb House 
in Rye.27 The eleven chapters o f the 
novel are chronologically ordered, but, 
within each, elaborate flashbacks occur. 
The flashbacks always start with scenes 
situated in the novel’s present (1895-9) 
and end with moments o f self-reflection, 
spent in solitude -  again, in the present o f the narrative. 
Within this structure, the spatial image of Lamb House 
is one important text organisor. First o f all, the image is 
what the narrative returns to after each flashback, thereby 
creating the effect that Lamb House represents ‘hom e’, 
both to Henry and the readers o f the text. Secondly, the 
image structures the novel’s text by marking, each time 
Henry reflects on his past, a before and after.
The following three quotes show how the image of 
Lamb H ouse is returned to after em otional reminiscences 
in The M aste r . In the text, the restoration o f peace 
and quiet is announced by blank lines. Colm  T oib in ’s 
narrative always returns to the present and, thus, to 
Lamb H ouse in a new part o f a chapter. Here are three 
examples:
Even still, a ll these years later, he thought he hated doctors, 
and had drawn a  portrait of a  most unpleasant member of 
the profession with much relish in Washington Square, using 
some of D r Richardson’s more obnoxious mannerisms in his 
description of his D r Sloper’s professional habits ( ...)
27 Following the practice 
in The Master, I will 
use James's firs t name 
every tim e I refer to  the 
character of the novel.
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Several times a  day Henry looked at the photographs which 
William had sent him, having left them on the table in one of 
the downstairs rooms a t Lam b House ( . . .)  (164-5).
[Woolson’s] death, like that of his sister Alice, lived with 
Henry day after day ( ...)  She had been, he supposed, his best 
friend, the person outside his own family who had been closest 
to him. He still could not believe she was dead.
Among the objects which Lady Wolseley had encouraged him 
to purchase for Lam b House was an  old m ap of Sussex that 
testified to the changes o f relation between sea and land in 
this corner o f the coast (198).
‘Venice frightens me sometimes,’ Constance said . ‘The 
uncertainty o f it, the possibility that I might lose my way every 
time I emerge.’
‘We will a ll do what we can to guide you,’ Henry said.
In the few years before he purchased the lease on Lam b House 
his London winters were easy ( ...)  (248).
In addition to providing a safe haven for both characters 
and readers, the image of Lamb House organises the text 
o f The M aster by bringing together the scenes it constructs 
in a structure o f symmetry. Symmetry abounds in Toibin’s 
novel, and one notable example is the way in which Henry 
Jam es’s friendship with the Norwegian-American sculptor 
Hendrik Andersen (1872-1940) is integrated into the 
narrative. Andersen enters the story shortly after Henry 
has symbolically buried Fenimore W oolson by drowning 
her dresses in Venice. Many of the events that follow echo 
scenes from the part o f the novel that focuses on Henry’s 
relationship with W oolson. First of all, while W oolson 
wanted Henry to share an apartment with her in Italy -
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causing him to back away from further intimacy - , Henry 
has visions o f himself and Hendrik working together in 
adjacent houses in Rye. The paragraph in which Andersen 
asks Henry to write a promotional article about his sculpture 
recalls Henry’s writing of a review of W oolson’s works, the 
critical tone of which was taken as a betrayal o f friendship.
There are parallels with other parts o f the novel as well. 
At its onset, Henry remembers having once stood outside 
Paul Joukowsky’s house, waiting to be let in by the man for 
whom he has tender feelings. Nothing happens, but in the 
following years, Henry will go “ through that night so many 
times in his mind” (299). It is the first thing he remembers 
when he tries to imagine the day Hendrik Andersen will 
leave his life for good. Furthermore, the scene that describes 
the afternoon that Henry and Andersen spent on the 
beach in Rye (306-10) echoes the one in which the teenage 
Henry observes his father watching a female bather on a 
beach in Boulogne (85-7). By making the Paul Joukowsky 
and Boulogne memories return in the later scenes, the text 
suggests that Henry is attracted to Andersen. considering 
his importance here, the sculptor is conspicuously absent 
from Emma Tennant’s Felony and David Lodge’s Author, 
Author, which goes to show that each biographical narrative 
has its own emphases in the construction of life stories.
The friendship of Henry and Andersen is made to 
mirror that o f Henry and W oolson in Colm Toibin’s 
novel. It is so by Leon Edel as well, who states that Jam es’s 
feelings for Andersen were “ akin to love -  to a love such 
as Fenimore had had for him long before she ended her 
life in Venice” (1977b: 334). In The M aster, the connection is 
anticipated in the scene in which Andersen comforts Henry 
at W oolson’s grave in Rome (286). It is confirmed when the 
ghost o f Henry’s mother refers to two objects at Lamb 
House associated with W oolson and Andersen during a 
séance conducted by William James and his wife Alice: a
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painting (Woolson) and a statue (made by Andersen). “ ‘Mrs 
Fredericks [the medium at the séance] described these 
room s,’ Alice said, ‘the windows, the colours, but these two 
objects -  the statue and the painting -  she said were special 
(...) ’” , Henry is told after the experience (319).
Colm  T oibin ’s text suggests there is a relationship of 
equivalence between Henry’s bonding with Andersen 
and his friendship with W oolson. The former is the 
more emotional as a result o f its being written after the 
(Venetian) scenes with W oolson. This is typical o f how 
the text o f The M aster operates. Information about the 
past is only given if it adds meaning or emotional depth 
to the present scene. The novel begins in January 1895, 
when Fenimore W oolson had already died. However, the 
W oolson story is only told in chapter 9, where it resonates 
with those o f Jam es’s niece Minny Temple and his sister 
Alice. This ninth chapter is situated in March 1899, by 
which time James had moved to Lamb House.
The W oolson and Andersen stories dramatise a larger 
one, that o f the tension between Henry’s inability to have 
intimate -  let alone sexual -  relationships with others and 
the urgent need for the compensation of his loneliness 
offered by the writing of his fiction. The main theme of 
The M aster is powerfully expressed in a particularly painful 
scene with Hendrik Andersen at Lamb House, the safe 
centre o f the opposition between ‘life’ and ‘art’. Having 
returned from the beach in Rye, Henry shows Andersen the 
room where he does his writing:
‘This is where a ll your work is done,’ Andersen said  when 
Henry had closed the door behind them.
‘This is where the tales are to ld ,’ Henry said.
To the left o f the entrance there was a  wall o f books ( ...)  
[Andersen] took down one or two and then gradually it seemed 
to dawn on him that this large high bookcase contained the
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novels and stories of Henry Jam es in all their editions from  
both sides o f the A tlantic ( ...)
‘You have written a  whole library,’ he said . ‘I will have to 
read them a l l . ’
H e turned and looked a t Henry.
‘D id  you always know that you would write a ll these books?’
‘I know the next sentence,’ Henry said , ‘and often the next 
story and I take notes for novels.’
‘But did you not once p lan  it all? D id  you not say this is what 
I will do with my life?’
By the time he asked the second question, Henry had turned 
away from him and was facing towards the window with no 
idea why his eyes had filled with tears (309-10).
With Henry’s writing room at Lamb House depicted as 
a holy of holies, the above scene metaphorically represents 
Henry’s opening up of his heart to Andersen. As will 
become even more apparent, here is a spatial image that 
contributes to Toibin’s thematic opposing of writing and 
living: it is from the inside o f Lamb House that Henry 
observes life on the outside, as well as life brought in from 
the outside by visitors like Andersen. By connecting scenes 
in a structure of symmetry, the text o f The M aster implies 
that Henry failed W oolson like he had failed Minny Temple
-  and would fail his sister Alice. Indeed, the emotional 
impact and memorability o f the novel’s key scenes with 
W oolson depend on their being linked with the parts o f the 
narrative dealing with Minny Temple’s death. Those parts, 
too, stress Henry’s outsider role in life: to James, his calling 
as an author came at the cost o f a life o f action.
The Henry James o f The M aster is destined for a solitary 
existence at a place like Lamb House. Forever the bachelor, 
he is a spectator rather than a participant. The image of 
James the spectator is one constructed in other texts as 
well. In Joyce Carol Oates’s short story ‘The Master at St
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Bartholomew’s ’, published in her Wild N ights! collection, 
James the ‘great’ author, feels hopelessly lost in the hospital 
o f the title, the place where he will eventually help nurse 
shell-shocked World War I soldiers. W hen he first enters 
St Bartholomew’s, James is ignored by or even invisible to 
the hospital staff. It is “ an alien setting for a man of such 
inwardness” (2008: 140); “ no one resembling Henry himself 
was anywhere to be seen” (139). The contrast between the 
image of the hospital, where James is confronted with the 
horrors o f war, and that o f his English homes (both in 
Rye and London) could not be greater. Oates’s text, too, 
invests the contrasted places with symbolic meaning and 
so conveys that Jam es’s fiction lacks life as a consequence 
of the M aster’s tendency to turn away from experiences he 
could not relate to intellectually. “ [I]n all o f the M aster’s 
lauded fiction, not one individual, male or female, inhabited 
an actual physical body, still less a body that smelled,”  it says 
in Oates’s narrative (157). Amid the wounded soldiers of the 
Great War, James realises that a life in fiction is a life outside 
reality: “ Half in shame he thought This has been the actual 
world — has it?”  (158)
Early on in Colm Toibin’s novel, Henry’s writing 
ambitions are made fun of by friends who fought in the 
American Civil War and believe that soldiers experience 
more of real life than novelists who watch from the wings. 
“ [I]f you think about the war, or speak to those involved, 
or even read about it, I’m sure there are more interesting 
stories, ones that are more true to life,” war veteran and 
friend John Gray tells Minny about one of Henry’s early 
works (140). Memories o f the war period and of his guilt 
at not having taken part in it himself, recur throughout 
Henry’s writing career. Only the “ daring and original”
(195) parading of his own memory in later writing can 
compensate for his absence from the one historic event that 
formed his generation.
8C
Toibin’s Henry chooses writing early on. The man who 
would later say to H.G. Wells that “ art makes life” studies 
others as potential characters, and, sometimes, he even 
recognises one of his characters in his colleagues and friends. 
For instance, in The M aster, Hendrik Andersen immediately 
reminds Henry of the character of Roderick Hudson, one 
of his own creations. Minny Temple, Constance Fenimore 
W oolson and Alice James all return in Henry’s stories and 
novels. Not seldom, the characters based on these historical 
individuals are more real to Henry than the people he lives 
with from day to day. Minny’s memory, especially, follows 
him wherever he goes. Fact and fiction mix in Henry’s writing 
to the point of becoming indistinguishable:
There were scenes he wrote in which, having imagined 
everything and set it down, he was, a t moments, unsure 
whether it had genuinely happened or whether his imagined 
world had finally come to replace the real.
Yet Minny was real for him throughout the years, more real 
than any of the new people he met and associated with. She 
belonged to the part of him he guarded most fiercely, his hidden 
self, which no one in England knew about or understood (114).
M emories o f the dying Minny Temple loom large in 
Henry’s mind. Immediately after his old friend Oliver Wendell 
Holmes blames him for having wilfully ignored Minny’s final 
plea for help, Henry travels from his holiday retreat in Rye to 
his home in London to scan her letters for clues that might 
confirm the truth of the accusation. Apart from the letters, 
he finds a notebook with ideas for novels and short stories, 
and, almost instantly, he conceives o f a Minny-like character 
for new and yet-to-be-written fiction. Going over his outline 
for a story in which a young Englishman and his intended bride 
try to save a slowly dying American girl, Henry realises how he 
can use the fiction to gain control over M inny’s memory:
8 1
He had them now, all three of them [the characters in his 
outline], and he would embrace them, hold them and let them 
improve with time, become more complex and less vulgar, less 
ugly, more rich, more resonant, more true not to what life was, 
but what it might be. He crossed the room again and gathered up 
the letters and the notebooks and brought them to the cupboard 
and put them brusquely on a  shelf and closed the cupboard 
doors. He would not need them again. He would need to work 
now, apply his mind. He would, he determined, travel back to 
Rye and be ready again, when the call came, to explore one more 
time the life and death of his cousin Minny Temple (123-4).
It is through writing that Henry deals with painful 
memories. In The M aster and the other fictionalised narratives 
that focus on James’s English period, that writing is done at 
Lamb House. The texts encourage readers to think that by the 
time James settled in Rye, all had become fiction to him, or 
at least full of the possibility of fiction. “ [E]ach book he had 
written, each scene described or character created, had become 
an aspect of him, had entered into his driven spirit,” it reads 
in Colm Toibin’s novel (287), and Henry himself sometimes 
feels like “ a character who ha[s] not been fully imagined” yet 
(118). He finds himself caught in ‘scenes’, and other people 
are ‘characters’, no less so in the months after Fenimore 
W oolson’s death and the drowning of her dresses in Venice:
This [Woolson’s death], he thought, was her last novel. They all 
played their assigned roles. He watched as the American women 
stood in their bedroom afraid to approach the window to the small 
balcony from which [Woolson] had jumped. Constance would have 
been able to conjure up their stricken faces and would have known, 
too, that Henry Jam es would have studied the women, observing 
them with cold sympathy (...)  [T]he scene taking place in this room, 
each breath they took, the very expression on their faces, each word 
they left said  and unsaid, a ll o f it belonged to Constance (259).
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At Lamb House, Henry has imaginary conversations 
with W oolson, who, as a fellow-novelist, “would have been 
fascinated by the scenes in the kitchen, and indeed in the 
room off the pantry” (212). Observing life at his own house, 
particularly that o f his erratic servants, M r and M rs Smith, 
he begins to believe that he has actually moved inside a 
novel. He does not know what to do about M rs Smith’s 
insolent behaviour towards him, but, “ [h]ad it been a novel, 
his character would have said something very dry indeed to 
[her]” (203). Lamb House is the site o f Henry’s living in art, 
o f his finding a sense o f home in the writing of fiction. In 
the words o f Michiel Heyns’s The Typewriter’s T ale , it is a 
“ sanctuary” (2005: 4), and one that affects Jam es’s writing as 
much as that writing now influences our imagining of the 
place. In winter, Lamb H ouse’s inhabitants retreat “ from 
a public presence” (68) and Jam es’s “ dictation [becomes] 
more introspective,” (69) Heyns’s text states. Also, the idiom 
of the inhabitants of Jam es’s fiction, who are “ created 
in his image” , is “ adapted to the slow lucubrations and 
deliberations and considerations of Lamb H ouse” (83). 
Indeed, “ [b]esides being shaped by writers, houses shape 
the writers dwelling in them,” as Harald Hendrix writes in 
Writers’ Houses (4).
THE HOUSE OF FICTION
The text o f Colm Toibin’s The M aster builds to the 
conclusion that, as Barbara Everett has said, “ [James] 
belonged nowhere but in the house of fiction” (Everett 2005). 
The spatial image of Lamb House and the symbolism it is 
invested with add to the suggestion that Henry’s life reaches 
a final destination in Rye. Actually, one of Henry’s first 
thoughts about his new house is that it holds the room he will 
die in (132). A  few pages later, Henry tells his friend Edmund
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Gosse how he feels he will be taken “ across the water to ideal 
seclusion, managed happiness” at Lamb House. “ ‘If I were 
Poe,’ Henry says, ‘I could write about one of those characters 
who is travelling to an unknown house whose door is a door 
into the grave’” (146). It is fair to say that, in The M aster, Lamb 
House is constructed as a place where Henry becomes a 
character among characters. While Henry used to search for 
the dead in the places associated with them in life (he looks 
for Fenimore W oolson in Venice), he can now communicate 
with them on his own terms in fiction.
A  symbolic house o f fiction, Henry Jam es’s home in 
Rye is the place where the Master solves the dilemma 
of having to choose between art and life. As such, it is 
conducive to the fulfillment o f desires and ambitions that 
can be traced back to Henry’s early life. In the course o f the 
symmetrically organised text, Lamb House is turned into 
a larger equivalent of the room in which Henry discovered 
reading as a teenager. Back then, he used to close the door 
on the outside world and immerse himself in literature. The 
image of the young Henry locking himself away from life to 
be able to read is mirrored by that o f his older self at work 
at Lamb House. All his life, Henry has longed for a home 
like Lamb House, a place to watch the world from:
It struck him as  he travelled towards Rye that no one, save 
himself, understood the meaning o f [the acquisition o f Lamb 
House]. For so many years now he had had no country, no 
family, no establishment o f his own, merely a  flat in London 
where he worked ( . . .)  Lam b House would offer him beautiful 
old windows from which to view the outside; the outside, in 
turn, could peer in only a t his invitation (130-1).
Jam es’s life at Lamb House compensates, among other 
things, for his never having enjoyed family life. When, 
towards the end of The M aster, William Jam es’s family
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visit Henry in Rye, the obvious contrast between the two 
brothers’ situations -  William the patriarch and highly- 
respected Harvard professor, Henry the bachelor and author 
of ‘difficult’, demanding fiction -  confirms the image of 
Henry James as a man who explored the life that eluded him 
in novels and short stories instead. Across texts, the image 
of Lamb House contributes to a characterisation of James 
as not having experienced the (sexual) relationships that 
others did have. In Joan Aiken’s novel The H aunting o f Lamb  
House (1991), James responds to his English home as if it 
were a lover (117) and a wife (122). He considers it a presence 
that, like a partner might, greets his actions and behaviour 
with “ reservation” or with “ distaste” (160).
Colm Toibin’s Henry has stood at windows watching the 
world, watching life, many times before his move to Lamb 
House. In the beginning of The M aster , Henry studies a 
young girl playing outside the apartment he is staying at in 
Dublin (40-1), while later that day, at a high society ball, he 
feels an alien among the other guests, “ a mere watcher from 
a window” (47). In the final sentences of the novel, all o f the 
houses from which James ever observed the life he could 
not take part in himself merge into one at Lamb House:
Lam b House was his again . He moved around it relishing the 
silence and emptiness ( .. .)  He walked up and down the stairs, 
going into the rooms as though they too, in how they yielded 
to him, belonged to an unrecoverable past, and would join  
the room with the tasselled tablecloths and the screens and  
the shadowed corners, and a ll the other rooms from whose 
windows he had observed the world, so that they could be 
remembered and captured and held (359).
Silence is restored to the house, in perfect symmetry 
with the opening paragraph of the novel, in which Henry 
wakes to the world halfway through a dream. Thus, the text
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leaves Henry behind in Rye. The idea that he has remained 
at Lamb House ever since is irresistible, but it is, after all, 
an effect o f Toibin’s narrative and the way in which it uses 
its textual construction of an historical place as life story 
organisor. It is not surprising that other, later texts situate 
their Jameses at Lamb House as well.
In David Lodge’s Author, Author, one period in Henry 
Jam es’s life (the 1880s to the 1890s) is framed by chapters 
set in the early months o f 1916, when the author lay dying 
at Carlyle M ansions in London. He is not at Lamb House, 
but the image of James as the centre o f the house in Chelsea 
is reminiscent o f the one created in Colm Toibin’s The 
M aster , Michiel Heyns’s The Typewriter’s Tale and Cynthia 
Ozick’s ‘Dictation’. Like Toibin’s, the text o f Author, Author 
leaves its main character behind at Lamb House: Henry, 
as he is called in Lodge’s novel as well, moves to Rye in 
the chapter preceeding the concluding fourth part o f the 
novel, in which the narrative returns to the deathbed scene 
at Carlyle Mansions. Just before the text switches from the 
1890s to 1916, Henry is described as interviewing his future 
manservant Burgess Noakes, the same man who features 
in the chapters devoted to the portrayal o f the London 
household. As a result o f the structure of the narrative 
here, Lamb House and Carlyle M ansions fuse to become the 
one image of Henry James as an eminent Victorian house 
owner and employer of servants.
Cynthia Ozick’s A n (Unfortunate) Interview looks for 
Henry James at Lamb House even in the afterlife. In this 
short dialogue, James and Burgess Noakes are characters in 
a play that seems to go on ad  infinitum: when the twenty- 
first-century interviewer joins the scene, James and Noakes 
are forever master and servant, fixed in time and place at 
Lamb House. What is the more interesting -  certainly after 
Lyndall G ordon’s A  Private Life and the focus o f the fiction 
that followed this biography -  is that the interviewing
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female journalist queries the overly mannered and formal 
James about his treatment o f women, both in his novels 
and stories and in real life, while his apparently repressed 
homosexuality is not allowed to stay a secret either. The 
journalist accuses James o f having “ exploited” Constance 
Fenimore W oolson and she rejects Jam es’s proposal to pass 
over Hendrik Andersen and the “unseemly subject” of the 
“ homoerotic question” (Ozick 2005). Again, Lamb House 
is where the James who betrayed W oolson and longed for 
Andersen is to be found. And again, when his “ sanctuary” 
is invaded by all too direct questions about all too real 
experiences, James resorts to the writing of fiction -  or, at 
least, to speech similar to the writing style o f verbose novels 
like The Qolden Bowl. Ozick’s is a text that visits James in 
a specifically imagined space and portrays him as the lord 
o f the house, ordering his manservant to bring him cakes, 
and dictating his works to a typist. James is written as 
being inextricably linked with an historical place -  a place, 
it may be added, that is associated with two ‘events’ in 
Jam es’s life especially: his treatment o f W oolson, taken as 
representative o f his dealing with women by the twenty-first 
century journalist, and his friendship with Andersen.
REFERRING TO THE A U TH O R 'S  W ORK
Lamb House is at the centre o f portraits o f Henry James 
that represent the author as a lonely, repressed homosexual 
who guarded his privacy at the cost o f friendships and 
family relations. As I have shown, the historical place is 
textualised in discourse that ranges from the non-fictional 
and scholarly to the fictional and novelistic. Lyndall 
G ordon’s biography influenced the biographical fiction’s 
construction of Venice as a site of memory in the story of 
the relationship between James and Fenimore W oolson;
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Leon Edel attributes the same symbolic meaning to Lamb 
House as the biographical fiction that uses his biography 
as a source of information. But there is another aspect to 
the interaction between literary biography and biographical 
fiction about authors that deserves attention: in both, 
the writing of the subjects themselves constitutes an all­
important reference point.
Biographical novels do not only further explore the key 
scene-making of non-fictional forms of life-writing, they 
also take their referencing of the work of their subjects 
to extremes. In the biographical fiction about James, the 
construction of spatial images partly relies on its rewriting 
of Jam es’s novels and stories. For example, The Aspern  
Papers and The Turn o f the Screw  are both important points 
o f reference in the construction of Venice and Lamb 
House in the fiction and, thus, in its portrayal o f James as 
the man who failed some o f his (female) friends and moved 
to Rye to gain control over painful memories by way of 
the writing of literature.
Just as the fiction of ‘The Year o f Henry Jam es’ follows 
Lyndall G ordon’s and Leon Edel’s giving of symbolic 
meaning to, respectively, Venice and Lamb House, Joan 
Aiken’s novel The H aunting o f Lam b House builds on 
Miranda Seymour’s earlier biographical study A  Ring of 
Conspirators. Henry Jam es and H is Literary Circle 1895-1915  
(1988). In Seymour’s book, Lamb House is literally the 
centre o f the ‘ring of conspirators’ o f its title, the group of 
writers who moved around Henry James: Joseph Conrad, 
Stephen Crane, Ford M addox Ford and H.G. Wells. With 
only his name in the title, the James stationed at Lamb 
House truly is the centre here, the lieu in which memories of 
his time are concentrated. Seymour’s text gives Lamb House 
symbolic meaning, too; it is described as “ symboliz[ing] 
his severance from America, not the ties that held him to 
it” (2004: 276). The image of Lamb House as the meeting
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place o f authors makes one think of the anecdote in David 
Lodge’s The Year of Henry Jam es about Michiel Heyns being 
confronted with fellow-author Colm Toibin and vice versa 
at the actual house in Rye (2007: 16).
Joan Aiken’s novel consists o f three parts: the first 
tells the fictional story of Toby Lamb, son of the builder 
of Lamb House; in the middle part, Henry James writes 
Toby’s story on the basis of papers he has found in his 
home; and in the final chapter, the author E.F. Benson, 
another owner of the house, appears as a character. Aiken’s 
text, “ a combination of ghost story, biography, and 
fantasy” according to its cover, reconstructs Lamb House 
as a haunted place, the Bly of Rye. Aiken does not credit 
Miranda Seymour’s group biography as a source, but some 
o f the parts o f her novel read like borrowings from that 
non-fictional text nevertheless. Aiken both adopts Seymour’s 
scene-making and her symbolising of Lamb House as a site 
of memory. There is the key scene of James dying, which 
Seymour describes as follows: “ ‘So here it is at last, the 
distinguished thing.’ Those, James was convinced, were the 
words he heard spoken just before he slipped to the floor 
of his bedroom on the morning of 2 December, 1915” (273). 
Aiken has: “ On the 2nd of December he suffered a slight 
stroke, followed by another the next day. ‘So it has come at 
last, the Distinguished Thing,’ he whispered” (167). Aiken’s 
novel uses words that are also found in the description of the 
same scene in Seymour’s biography. A  Ring of Conspirators 
reads: “His face, in death, struck many of his friends as being 
uncannily similar to that o f Napoleon” (275). The Haunting of 
Lam b House echoes this: “ ‘Several people who have seen the 
dead face are struck with the likeness to Napoleon, which is 
certainly great,’ wrote his secretary, M iss Bosanquet” (169). 
Apparently, the deathbed scene with the Napoleon reference 
is ‘key’ in biography and fiction about James. It also appears 
in Michiel Heyns’s novel, in which the dying James is said to
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appear a “ disappointed potentate” (144), and in Oates’s short 
story, which further fictionalises the author’s hallucinations. 
Javier M arias’s short biographical narrative about James 
in Written Lives (2000) ends with ‘Napoleon’ and ‘the 
Distinguished Thing’ as well (2006: 41).
Henry Jam es’s writing of Toby Lam b’s story in Joan 
Aiken’s The H aunting o f Lam b House is a failure as a 
consequence of his characters lacking life. As Edith 
W harton tells ‘Maître’ James in the novel, “ [y]our 
characters are tremendous, they are exquisite, but we never, 
so to speak, see them au  naturel, brushing their hair, or 
eating a slice o f bread-and-butter (...) you never allow your 
reader a glimpse of the kind of life your characters are 
supposed to lead when they are, so to speak, o ff stage” (157). 
Indeed, in all o f the M aster’s fiction there was “not one 
body that smelled” (Oates 2008: 157). O f course, W harton 
never commented on Jam es’s story of Toby Lamb, as the 
writing of that story is an invention of Aiken’s text. But 
she does here express an often heard criticism of the fiction 
written at Lamb House. James was never haunted by Toby’s 
ghost at Lamb House either, but he was by memories of 
Minny Temple and Fenimore W oolson.
W hat is even more important is that Edith W harton 
also tells the M aster that his ghost story The Turn of 
the Screw  offers the best illustration of how characters 
in fiction should be given life. N ot surprisingly, Jam es’s 
1898 ghost story is Joan A iken’s main reference point:
The H aunting o f Lam b House may well be considered a 
rewriting of The Turn o f the Screw  in which its historical 
author appears as a character himself. The rewriting 
revolves around the construction of Lamb House as 
Jam es’s own haunted house. This is an idea that is 
developed in some of the other fictional texts about the 
James o f the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries
-  m ost obviously so in Colm  T oibin ’s.
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The role played by an author’s own literary texts in the 
writing of his or her life is the subject o f the next chapter 
of this book; however, in preparation for the study of 
intertextuality in the fictionalisation of Robert Louis 
Stevenson’s life story, it is worth examining how references 
to Henry Jam es’s novels and short stories feature in the 
fiction about his life. It is clear that Aiken’s text tries to 
evoke the atmosphere of The Turn of the Screw ; and it 
depends on its construction of the spatial image of Lamb 
House to achieve this effect. In The H aunting o f Lamb  
House, it is said that Jam es’s view of his English home 
was coloured by the writing about similar mansions in his 
fiction (118-9). Naturally, this is Aiken’s interpretation, and 
her text’s writing of Lamb House is a rewriting of Jam es’s 
fictional representation o f ‘typically’ English country 
houses and estates. Lamb House again functions as the 
inspiration for Bly in The Turn o f the Screw (120). Was it, in 
fact, mere inspiration, or is it tempting to see the place in 
Rye as a haunted house because there was one in Jam es’s 
famous story? Actions and events in Aiken’s novel are 
sometimes explained through the referencing of Jam es’s 
writing, which adds to the impression that The H aunting of 
Lam b House was inspired by these very stories. When Toby 
Lam b’s manuscript is found at the house, James remembers 
that, “ in The A spern Papers, he had written about the 
fearsome importance, almost diabolical in their power to 
influence human actions, o f ancient love-letters, treasured 
as sacred relics, fiercely coveted, vindictively destroyed”
(123). He also thinks o f how, in ‘Sir Dominic Ferrand’, “ he 
had hold of a trouvée of papers, concealed in a second­
hand desk, which would mysteriously affect the life of 
their finder” (123). This is exactly what will happen to James 
in Aiken’s novel, which, then, writes the M aster’s life by 
rewriting The Turn of the Screw in combination with The 
A spern Papers and ‘Sir Dominic Ferrand’.
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Similar instances o f the referencing o f Henry Jam es’s 
own work can be found in the biographical fiction written 
after Lyndall G ordon ’s Jam es biography o f 1998. Staying 
with examples in which spatial images, that o f Lamb 
H ouse in particular, play a decisive role, there is the 
reference to Jam es’s short story ‘The Real Right Thing’ 
in Colm  T oib in ’s The M aster. It is suggested that a scene 
from  that short story may be read autobiographically, 
but as is the case with Joan A iken’s construction of 
Lamb House as the sum of all such-like houses in Jam es’s 
fiction, T oib in ’s text uses the reference to ‘The Real Right 
Thing’ in the writing o f Jam es’s life and, so, makes it an 
autobiographical scene. This is how, in The M aster, James 
thinks o f a new story after a conversation with Hendrik 
A nderson at Lamb House:
H e had found a  fictional character who interested him, a  
serious-minded journalist, sensitive, intelligent and talented, 
being offered a  project close to the project which the Storys 
had offered him in Rome — to write a  biography o f their 
father leaving a t his disposal a ll  availab le  m aterial. He 
had this morning described such a  figure coming to Lam b  
House after the death o f a  writer very like himself, standing  
in the very study in which he was then dictating, and taking 
possession o f the papers and letters there. But the journalist 
as he im agined him was also  as close to him self a s  he could 
make him, and thus he set out to dram atize his own self 
haunting the space he would leave when he died. Just now 
for one second he had a  view o f that figure o f the journalist 
walking the dimly lit narrow streets o f Venice, avoiding 
something, but he put it aside, not knowing how he could 
use it. N o  one reading the story, he thought, would guess 
that he was playing with such vital elements, masking and  
unm asking him self (304-5).
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Toibin’s text seems to be ‘unmasking’ the story Henry 
will eventually write as autobiography, but, o f course, 
the final sentence of this passage shows how The M aster  
imagines that there are things to be guessed about James in 
‘The Real Right Thing’.
It is true that The M aster  textualises Lamb H ouse as 
a site o f “ m asking” and “ unm asking” , as a space that is 
forever linked with m em ories o f Venice and Fenimore 
W oolson. Colm  T oib in ’s Lamb H ouse is haunted, 
but it is not only The Turn o f the Screw  it establishes 
connections with while writing James. A s Toibin  has 
explained in an interview with R obert H arrison for 
KZSU, Stanford University radio station, his Henry sees 
ideas for the novel The Q olden Bow l in a scene in which 
he buys a flawed tapestry for his new 
home in Rye.28 This is an invention 
o f T oib in ’s, influenced by the image 
o f the cracked golden bowl in Jam es’s 
1904 novel. The author’s fiction, thus, 
serves as an inspiration for the writing 
o f his life. W riting about The Q olden  
Bowl in The Q u ard ian  in 2008, Toibin 
rem arks that,
[Jam es] was interested, as his initial 
inspiration, in scenes rather than souls; he made his characters 
out o f the dram atic moments he created for them, treating 
moral conflicts and matters of secrecy, infidelity and power 
with infinite subtlety. In his work, a  single look, a  single 
moment o f recognition, a  single ambitious resolution took an 
enormous force, became the fuel that powers the great engine 
of his novels. He dram atised the intensity in the relations 
between people, playing freedom against pattern, restriction 
against openness and chaos against harmony (Toibin 2008).
28 Toibin was interviewed 
in the series Entitled  
Opinions (about Life and 
Literature) on 4 June 
2006. For a recording 
of the broadcast, see: 
http://www.stanford.edu/ 
dept/fren-ital/opinions/ 
(January 2010).
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The fact that T oibin ’s characterisation of Jam es’s 
writing style in The Qolden Bowl so well describes how his 
own novel explores the psychology o f its main character 
as well as his relations with other people shows how 
im portant a reference point Jam es’s work is in fictionalised 
biographical writing about his life. As for making 
characters out o f the dramatic moments created for them: 
in the KZSU  interview, Toibin tells Robert Harrison how, 
to draw Henry out, he always takes his main character 
to where the excitement is. He does not write about the 
relationship o f James and Edith W harton, for instance, 
because it was “ too happy” , too unproblematic.
The recycling of imagery from Henry James’s fiction is an 
essential part o f the construction of spatial images as sites of 
memory in the writing of the M aster’s life. The idea that the 
fictionalisation of Henry Jam es’s life story almost inevitably 
leads to the writing of Jamesian stories is acknowledged, for 
instance, by Michiel Heyns. In his novel, The Typewriter’s 
T ale , the image of Lamb House is at the centre o f the text’s 
referencing of Jam es’s own fiction. As Heyns says in an essay 
in Prospect M agazine, “ [t]he seclusion of Lamb House accorded 
well with Jam es’s sense of the essential invisibility o f the 
author: for him, the author as a person with a private life did 
not, or should not, exist, and had no critically 
relevant bearing on the fiction” (Heyns 2004).29 2 9  Heyns's interview is 
Apparently, to Heyns, James’s move to Lamb also discussed in Lodge 
House in 1897 was not just the fulfillment of a 2007: 4. 
wish for privacy, the seclusion offered by rural 
Rye also accorded with James’s thinking about the status of 
authors and authors’ lives in the reading and writing of fiction.
This interpretation of the significance of Lamb House 
in Jam es’s life is confirmed across texts: both Toibin’s The 
M aster and Heyns’s The Typewriter’s Tale construct the place 
in text as a site of ‘renunciation’ while remembering James 
as an author who lived to realise his artistic ambitions.
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‘Renunciation’ is the key word in both Toibin’s and 
Heyns’s biographical novels. Toibin does, indeed, associate 
Lamb House with renunciation, as he says in the Stanford 
University radio interview. Heyns, on his part, has pointed 
out the fact that his text’s Henry James is a Jamesian character 
in his choosing of art above life. “The truly Jamesian figure 
here, by which I mean the character whose only option is to 
renounce, is James himself,” he writes in Prospect M agazine  
(Heyns 2004). In The Typewriter’s Tale, it is the character of 
M orton Fullerton who tells Jam es’s typist that her employer 
“ does not suffer unhappiness, he experiences it (...) For him, 
unhappiness is part o f his subject matter and the condition 
of its production. His is an art of renunciation” (230).
The Typewriter’s Tale  is Jamesian on various levels.
In Prospect M agazine, its author explains it is “ a natural 
progression from the process o f reading a James novel to 
the tendency to read Jam es’s life as if it were a James novel, 
and, if one is a writer, to the desire to write that novel.” 
Heyns also recognises the significance as key scene of the 
episode in Jam es’s life during which he was closest with 
Fenimore W oolson, if only because the story of their 
relationship appears to have been written by James himself: 
“ The friendship [of James and Woolson] is intriguingly like 
a James novel, with its heroine pining away quietly for the 
love of a more or less unresponsive male,” Heyns observes. 
Heyns’s novel is told from the perspective o f Jam es’s 
female typist, which allows Heyns to probe the M aster’s 
psychology on the basis o f his treatment o f the women in 
his life, especially those he considered to be less important 
than himself. “ I opted to tell the story from the point of 
view of his typist, and in this choice too, I was following 
James,” according to Heyns (Heyns 2004).
Biographical fiction’s referencing of its subjects’ own 
writing is also found in scholarly biography: I have discussed 
Leon Edel’s interpretation of Henry James’s writing about
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his first experiences with Lamb House on the basis of his 
psychoanalytical reading of The Turn of the Screw above. 
Biographical fiction is freer to explore this kind of referencing 
than non-fictional biographical narratives like Edel’s. I would 
say that interpretation in the form of references to an author’s 
own writing is not restricted to fictionalised life-writing and 
that fiction elaborates on biography in this respect. To make 
clear how biography and fiction relate in their dealing with 
their subjects’ texts, I will for the moment return to Hermione 
Lee’s 1996 scholarly biography of Virginia W oolf and discuss 
how this non-fictional text employs key scene-making, the 
construction of spatial images and references to W oolf’s own 
(life-)writing as life-writing techniques.
Hermione Lee’s first chapter is titled ‘Biography’ while 
the last is called ‘Biographer’. In the opening chapter, Lee 
describes W oolf’s own attitude towards life-writing, as well 
as the influence of this fascination on her fiction, essays and 
diaries. In ‘Biographer’, she explains her own background, 
relating how she became familiar with W oolf’s fiction and 
how she went about the writing of the author’s life. As Lee 
explains, the visiting of W oolf’s homes was one of the most 
impressive and memorable experiences of her life-writing 
project: not surprisingly, W oolf’s houses, the places where 
she may be ‘found’, are the topic o f Lee’s second chapter.
By reconstructing historical places as sites of memory after 
a metabiographical opening chapter about its subject’s own 
thinking about life-writing, Lee’s non-fictional text creates 
focus and, as is now possible to say, gives us (the) creative fact.
By first investigating what Virginia W oolf herself 
thought about biography and how this thinking affected 
the writing of her fiction, her essays and diaries, Hermione 
Lee turns W oolf’s own writing into intertexts. Lee is 
particularly interested in W oolf as the writer of her own 
life. About W oolf’s autobiographical diaries and notebooks, 
Lee observes that,
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A gain  and again , she marks the past by returning to the 
same scenes, the rooms, the landscapes, the figures of her 
life, like the ghosts revisiting their haunted house in her story 
of that name. B ack she goes to the scenes o f childhood: the 
blind tapping on the window o f the bedroom in St Ives, the 
lighthouse beam going round, the sound of the waves breaking 
on the shore (1997: 20).
Adding to the suggestion that with a closing chapter 
called ‘Biographer’ , Lee’s biography of W oolf comes full 
circle, the above quoted paragraph from its first chapter -  
which also namechecks two of W oolf’s best-known novels 
(To the Lighthouse and The Waves) -  is echoed in the book ’s 
final lines:
[L]ooking away from the house, over the buildings o f the 
twentieth century, a t the distant view from this island look- 
out, I [Hermione Lee] can allow  myself to suppose that I am  
seeing something of what she saw. M y view overlays with, just 
touches, hers. The view, in fact, seems to have been written by 
Virginia Woolf. The lighthouse beam strikes round; the waves 
break on the shore (772).
The cyclic structure o f Lee’s biography, but also the 
references to W oolf’s fiction that set up To the Lighthouse 
and The Waves as intertexts, is a scene-making that is, 
apparently, in line with both W oolf’s own thinking about 
biography and her life-writing practice. Lee shows that 
scene-making is, indeed, a making, and not a representing. 
She may write that scene-making is not a “ device” in 
W oolf’s autobiographical writing and that the author’s 
“ returning” to the same scenes in her life is something that 
just “happened to her” (772), it cannot be denied that scenes 
are always made by the writer in writing. To remember is an 
active verb; memory does not just happen to us.
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On the surface, Lee’s is a ‘proper’, non-fictional biography. 
But, of course, there is more to its form than an aesthetically 
pleasing cyclic narrative structure. Form in biography is 
always also content, a marker of a text’s interpretation of 
the life story it writes. Lee uses ‘re-appropriations’ as a word 
to describe the retellings o f life-stories. Woolf, she remarks, 
“ was intensely aware, from her own reading and theorising of 
biography, of how lives are changed in retrospect, and how 
life-stories need to be retold” (769). The idea is that what Lee 
is doing to W oolf’s life story is in line with W oolf’s own life- 
writing: she is capturing W oolf in her own words and images, 
in ‘re-appropriations’ o f W oolf’s fiction and the writing of 
her own life. The lighthouse and the waves do not only refer 
to the titles of two of W oolf’s novels, they are also recurring 
images in her notebooks and diaries.
Lyndall G ordon’s rendering of the Venetian lagoon scene 
in her biographical study of Henry James and two women 
in his life is, as she herself implies, Jamesian. Already in the 
third paragraph of her biography -  halfway through the 
description of the Venetian key scene -, Gordon writes that 
James is known for a look of “ scorching intensity as though 
he could see into [other people’s] secret selves (...) He was 
known for explorations o f the inward life: the unvoiced 
exchange and the drama of hidden motives” (2). The scene 
would not have appeared out of place in one of the M aster’s 
own novels or stories, Gordon proposes. o n e  effect of 
her writing of this historical event is that it makes James 
seem trapped in a situation similar to the ones in which his 
characters often find themselves -  that is, in situations of 
“ unvoiced exchange” and “hidden motives” . Also, in its 
ghost story-like description of the dark and misty lagoon, she 
also evokes the atmosphere of The Turn of the Screw.
G ordon’s A  Private Life o f Henry Jam es has two quotes 
from writing by Henry James as epigraphs. The second is 
from one of Jam es’s notebooks, which he used to record
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ideas for novels and short stories. The lines quoted by 
Gordon were written in Fenimore W oolson’s room in 
Oxford after her death, in September 1894. They read: “ He 
cherises for the silent... dead, a  tenderness in which all his private 
need... finds a  sacred, and almost secret, expression”  (v). While 
it feels logical to interpret this note autobiographically -  the 
more so since it was written in W oolson’s room - , it is, after 
all, a line James thought of using in his fiction. The ‘he’ in 
the quoted sentence is not automatically James himself, but 
it is impossible not to read the line as referring to James 
and W oolson here, placed as it is at the front of a text that 
characterises the Master as a man who survived by keeping 
his most private needs secret from friends and family. It is 
not hard to imagine a biographical novel about the story of 
the James-Woolson relationship in which James is followed 
writing the fiction he first thinks of in Fenimore’s room. 
G ordon’s biography might as well have opened with Jam es’s 
visit to her room in Oxford. It would have made a great 
key scene, and one in which a spatial image would play an 
important part; it would have made a great Jam esian  scene 
even. Recognising its key-scene potential, Colm Toibin 
has his Henry return to Oxford in The M aster , thinking to 
himself that Constance “ would have smiled to herself at 
his ability to keep his own feelings at a great distance from 
himself, careful to say nothing” (259).
Lee’s and G ordon ’s referencing of their author-subjects’ 
own (literary) texts do not differ fundamentally from 
the intertextuality o f biographical fiction about authors 
like James and W oolf; the latter life-writing form only 
further explores these same narrative techniques. In the 
next chapter, which looks at the portrayal o f Robert Louis 
Stevenson in fiction, I will study how biographical novels 
further explore the referencing of authors’ works in 
literary biography and construct life stories o f authors by 
rewriting (parts of) their own fiction.
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CONCLUDING
Fictional narratives like those in which Henry James is 
a character write the lives o f historical individuals while 
acknowledging that their remembering involves forgetting 
and inventing. They tend to select and focus on a handful 
of events in a real person’s life, and they textualise these 
as key scenes with symbolic meanings. Fictionalisation is 
not necessarily a violating of fact, it may also be seen as a 
framing of it. Historical fact does not have meaning in itself: 
it acquires or is given meaning when it is integrated in a form, 
like a narrative’s -  for instance, in life stories that use narrative 
techniques to contextualise fact, to select and condense, and 
to suggest connections and relations of equivalence. It is a 
fact that Henry James spent time with Constance Fenimore 
W oolson in Venice and he did live at Lamb House in Rye, 
but in the biographical fiction about James, Venice and 
Lamb House only acquire meaning as a consequence of the 
narratives’ structuring of James’s life story.
The construction of spatial images and the making of 
sites o f memory contribute significantly to the creation of 
key scenes, the structuring of life stories and the giving of 
meaning to historical fact. Fictional narratives may establish 
connections between key scenes by organising them in a 
structure of symmetry: especially in Colm Toibin’s The 
M aster , key scenes acquire meaning in relation to each other, 
linked as they are by the suggestion of equivalence between 
separate events. Toibin’s image of Lamb House fulfills an 
important function in how this text connects key scenes and 
treats the theme of ‘life’ versus ‘art’. In Toibin’s narrative, 
but in others as well, James the character is an integral part of 
the spatial image of Lamb House and vice versa: his Henry 
is the James o f the late-1890s, a Master who finally finds a 
home, both literally and metaphorically, but whose peace is 
disturbed by memories of the loved ones he failed in the past.
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Historical places such as authors’ homes are often 
textualised in reference to these authors’ own writing. 
Biographical novels further explore literary biography’s 
referencing of its writing subjects’ works and construct life 
stories o f historical authors by rewriting (parts of) their 
own fiction.
THE BIOGRAPHICAL FICTION 
D ISCUSSED IN THIS  C H A PTER
Joan Aiken’s The H aunting o f Lam b House (1991). A 
novel in three segments, which are all set at Lamb House, 
Rye. In the second part o f the novel, Henry James discovers 
a journal, written by Toby Lamb, the son of the eighteenth- 
century builder o f his home, and attempts to rewrite it. He 
fails and burns his version of Toby’s story.
Michiel Heyns’s The Typewriter’s Tale (2005). A  novel, 
set at Lamb House in the early 1900s, in which a scheming 
M orton Fullerton challenges typist Frieda W orth’s loyalty 
towards her employer, Henry James. Based on the historical 
Theodora Bosanquet, Frieda is asked by Fullerton to steal 
Jam es’s correspondence. She has contact with Fullerton 
through ‘thought transference’.
David Lodge’s Author, Author (2005). Focusing on Jam es’s 
friendship with George Du Maurier, the author o f the 
hugely successful Trilby, Lodge’s novel covers the period 
in his life in which he saw his play Quy Domville flop and 
suffered the loss o f fellow-writer Constance Fenimore 
W oolson, the memory of whom he stores up “ for future 
literary use” .
Joyce Carol Oates’s ‘The Master at St Bartholomew’s, 
1914-1916’ (2008). Published in a collection of short stories 
about historical American authors, this narrative deals 
with Henry Jam es’s later years, during which he nursed 
shell-shocked World War One soldiers, adopted the British 
nationality and experienced hallucinations.
Cynthia Ozick’s ‘An (Unfortunate) Interview with Henry 
James’ (2005). A  short narrative that describes how Henry 
James is visited in the next life by a twenty-first-century female 
journalist, who arrives at Lamb House with a tape recorder.
Cynthia Ozick’s ‘Dictation’ (2008). A  short story that 
describes how the secretaries o f Henry James and Joseph 
Conrad, Theodora Bosanquet and Lillian Hallowes, meet 
and discuss their employers’ work and personalities. 
Theodora devices a plot to sabotage the writings o f James 
and Conrad, for which she needs Lillian’s cooperation.
Emma Tennant’s Felony (2002). In this novel, two stories 
interact: that o f a man called Edward Silsbee, a Shelley 
fanatic who tries to get his hands on papers kept by the 
Romantic poet’s sister-in-law, and that o f Henry James 
during the writing of his novella The Aspern Papers, which 
is based on the Silsbee affair. James writes his novel while 
spending time in Italy with Constance Fenimore Woolson.
Colm Toibin’s The M aster (2004). A  novel about Henry 
Jam es’s ‘English’ life in which the Master reflects on his past 
through flashbacks. The reflections are prompted by events 
in the present, such as the disastrous opening night of 
Jam es’s play Quy Domville, the violent death of Constance 
Fenimore W oolson and the friendship with sculptor 
Hendrik Andersen.
Colm  T oibin ’s ‘Silence’ (2010). A  short narrative 
in which the historical Lady Augusta Gregory, also the 
subject o f an essay by Toibin, tells Henry James the 
autobiographical story o f how an eminent clergyman 
sends his young wife back to her family after his discovery 
of adultery. Gregory is hopeful that James will integrate 
the story in one of his novels.

ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON:
WRITING THE 
AUTHOR’S LIFE 
IN REFERENCE TO 
THE AUTHOR’S 
FICTION
I said  earlier that I do not believe an  
artist’s life throws much light upon his 
works. I do believe, however, that, 
more often than most people realize, 
his works may throw light upon 
his life.
W.H. Auden,
‘The Qreatest of the 
M onsters’
(1973: 247)
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As the previous chapter has shown, contem porary novels 
that write H enry Jam es’s life find inspiration for the 
referencing of James’s own fiction in scholarly biographies 
which suggest that the life stories they construct are (in 
parts) Jamesian. Biographical fiction may go so far as to 
make an historical author appear as a character in a story 
that rewrites his or her own fiction. The im portance of 
the rewriting of an au tho r’s texts to  the construction 
of his or her life story may be aptly illustrated by a case 
study of fictionalised biographical narratives about Robert 
Louis Stevenson (1850-94). In this chapter, scrutinising 
the references to  the late-Victorian novelist’s writing in 
recent textualisations of his life, I will investigate the two 
questions of how biography and fiction relate in term s of 
the intertextuality of life-writing and to  what extent the 
referencing of the au tho r’s work in biographical fiction 
affects the status of authors and texts in general. To this 
aim, I will read biographical fiction about R.L. Stevenson of 
the past th irty  years in the light of contem porary thinking 
about authors and texts, which has been dom inated by the 
debate about the ‘death’ and re tu rn  of the author since the 
developm ent of the theory of intertextuality.
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A S TE V E N S O N IA N  LIFE STORY
The life of R obert Louis Stevenson presents itself as 
the perfect subject for the writing of an au tho r’s life that 
rewrites this same au tho r’s fiction. The Scottish au tho r’s 
life and personality seem to  fascinate readers at least as 
m uch as his fiction; perhaps, his life story fascinates even 
m ore than the fiction. The interest in Stevenson’s life is 
as strong as ever since his untim ely death in the South 
Sea island of Samoa in 1894: in his review of two recent 
examples, Stephen Arata says that “the pace at which 
new biographies or m em oirs of Stevenson have appeared 
rem ained rem arkably steady” , before m entioning that the 
bibliography of W illiam G ray’s Robert Louis Stevenson: A  
Literary L ife  (2004) lists “no fewer than th irty  of the more 
prom inent [ones]” (568).
Arata quotes Gray as having w ritten that the Life of 
Stevenson is ““alm ost a m inor literary genre in its own 
right,” one that has flourished even during those long 
stretches of tim e when “serious critical attention to  
Stevenson’s literary works languished”” (559). Indeed, for 
m ost of the century that followed his death, Stevenson’s life 
story made m ore of an im pression than his literary writing, 
which was hardly taken seriously as grown-up, ‘high’ 
literature, certainly not in academic circles. In the words of 
Richard A m brosini and Richard Dury, Stevenson the author 
was “relegat[ed] (...) to  a lowly and marginal position in 
the academic canon -  way down, on the boundary between 
serious literature and boys’ stories and o ther products 
of popular culture” by “early twentieth-century literary 
taxonom ists” (2006: xiii). In the very first sentence of her 2005 
biography of Stevenson, Claire H arm an makes a similar 
statem ent about the novelist’s status as a “popular author 
but never a canonical one” (2006: xv). H arm an contends that 
the views of A m brosin i’s and D u ry ’s “taxonom ists” held
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sway until at least the mid-1980s: “The critical consensus 
up to  the last twenty years or so seems to  have been that 
Stevenson’s works were no t quite ‘literary’ enough to 
study” , she claims in her biography’s ‘Preface’ (xv). W hile 
it has taken considerable tim e for him  to  be canonised as a 
‘great’ Victorian author, Stevenson does generally feature 
in books like Ian Brunskill’s Q reat V ictorian Lives (2007). 
Collections of biographical narratives about m ore firmly 
canonised colleagues (Emily Bronte, James Joyce and Oscar 
Wilde, amongst others), such as A ntonio  Tabucchi’s D reams 
o f D ream s (1992) and Javier M arias’s W ritten Lives (2000), 
alm ost always devote one part of their texts to  Stevenson’s 
life of travel, adventure and the telling of tales. So, while 
Stevenson’s work was long undervalued, his life never 
ceased to fascinate.
Some of R.L. Stevenson’s contem poraries expressed 
their worries about the way in which the Stevenson myth 
seemed to initially outshine his writing. Stephen Arata 
points to  the fact that, “ [u]pon reading Graham  Balfour’s 
1906 [Stevenson] biography, H enry James lam ented that 
the seemingly universal fascination with Stevenson the 
m an had, scarcely a decade after his death, “superseded, 
personally, his books, and this last replacem ent of himself 
so en scène (so largely by his own aid, too) has killed the 
literary baggage”” (568). James implies that it was to  a large 
extent Stevenson himself who contributed to the creation 
of his apparently universally fascinating public image. As 
the Am erican novelist recognised, Stevenson rather enjoyed 
m ythologising ‘RLS’. In his correspondence, for instance, 
the Stevenson initials seem to refer to  a legend, or to  a 
character. The historical Stevenson signed his letters w ith a 
variety of aliases. Sometimes, the pseudonym s are a play on 
his real name: “Roderick Lam ond Stevenson”; “Randolph 
Lovel Stevenson” (both 2 May 1884); and “Robert 
Ramsey Fergusson Stevenson” (c. 23 Decem ber 1886).
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O ther examples show him  inventing deliberately silly or 
ludicrously far-fetched names: “John M archm ont Sepulchre, 
W illiam King (of Janes), M athieu Pierre Devis de la Bavette” 
(28 June 1886); “Pimperly Stipple” (July 1886); and “John 
Gregg Gillson, J.P, M .R.I.A ., etc.” (c. 20 Novem ber 1887). 
He occasionally refers to  Stevenson the author as if is 
this were another person. He is “R.L.S. A uthor of Boys’ 
Stories” (25 August 1881); “R obert Louis Stevenson The 
Rejected O bolist” (9 Novem ber 1881); “R obert Louis 
Stevenson The H erm it of Skerryvore” (12 M arch 1885) 
and “The Beroomed Stevenson” (c. 10 July 1886). W hen 
he starts signing with “The M aestro” (July 1886), it is clear 
he is being ironic. Stevenson also sometimes signs as if he 
were a character from  his own fiction: on 5 May 1883, he 
ends a letter to  his parents saying, “Your loving and ecstatic 
son Treesure Eilan” and a letter to  W.E. Henley (of c. 17 
Decem ber 1884) is signed, “Yours Flint” -  Flint being the 
name of Long John Silver’s parro t in Treasure Island.
The cum ulative life story  of R obert Louis Stevenson 
has been frequently  designated ‘Stevensonian’. As 
biographer J.C. Furnas w rote in 1952, “ [s]everal, including 
H enry James for eminence, saw [Stevenson’s] life as a 
novel that its hero w ould have v a lu e d .  A nd, like m ost 
who knew him , the hero  found the character of R obert 
Louis Stevenson fascinating” (17). In his 1992 biography 
of Stevenson, Ian Bell rem arks that, “if at tim es the life 
reads like fiction, one can only say that Louis w ould have 
been delighted” (16). The perception o f Stevenson’s life as 
a Stevensonian story, no doub t inspired by Stevenson’s 
self-mythologising, points to  a com plex relation between 
life and w ork in the rem em bering of this particular late- 
n ineteenth-century  author. W ith  Stevenson, the life may 
fascinate m ore than  the work, bu t it does n o t simply 
supersede it, to  use H enry Jam es’s word. The life story 
that is said to  be m ore popular than  the fiction is seen as
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an example o f that fiction, or at least as a story  its subject 
could have w ritten  himself. There is every appearance that 
Stevenson’s life story  cannot be w ritten  or read w ithout 
reference to, for instance, Treasure Island  and Jekyll and  
H yde, the two novels he is associated w ith m ost.
C om pared to  scholarly biography, biographical fiction 
is freer to  construct a life story  of Stevenson tha t depends 
on  the referencing o f the a u th o r’s own texts for its 
fram ing o f historical fact. Indeed, Stevenson is a popular 
subject for fictionalised life narratives tha t rew rite his now 
classic late-V ictorian novels and sh o rt stories. He even 
appears as a character in  texts w ritten  in o ther languages 
than  his own: in G erm an there is Sabine Büssing’s 
Leuchtturm  im Dschungel (1998) as well as A lex C apus’s 
Reisen im L ich t der Sterne  (2005); and in  Italian, A nton io  
Tabucchi’s Sogni di sogni (1992).
R obert Louis Stevenson is rem em bered as a m an of 
travel and exploration, bo th  of the world and the self, 
because classic tales like Treasure Island  and Jekyll and  H yde  
encourage readers and writers to  imagine the author along 
the lines of the them es these novels deal with. As a result, 
Stevenson’s life is often textualised as a story that was fated 
to  end in Samoa, the faraway island where the Scot found 
the ‘treasure’ of his destiny. In A ntonio  Tabucchi’s ‘Dream 
of R obert Louis Stevenson, writer and traveler’, the fifteen- 
year old Stevenson has a vision of him self sailing, through 
the air, across Scotland and France to  an exotic island, the 
“natives” of which guide him  to  a m ountain  that has a 
“natural cham ber” inside (48-9). In Tabucchi’s very short 
narrative, Stevenson finds a treasure on the island where he 
is destined to  die, a book that may at first seem an example 
of Stevensonian fiction, bu t might as well contain the story 
of his life. Does he find Treasure Island, or a book about his 
own life? The confusion over the true identity of the book 
adds to  the suggestion that, in the case of RLS, biography
and fiction are so often read as being intim ately connected, 
that it becomes impossible to  decide which is which. If 
Stevenson here finds the book of his life, he finds it in his 
own fiction:
There was a silver chest in the m iddle o f the room. Robert 
Louis Stevenson opened it and  saw tha t inside lay a book. It 
was a book about an island, journeys, adventures, about a 
boy and  pirates; and  his nam e was written on the book. So he 
w ent back to the grotto, gave orders to the natives to return to 
the village, and climbed up  to the sum m it w ith  the book under 
his arm . Then he stretched out on the grass and  opened the 
book to the first page. H e knew  th a t he w ould stay there, on 
tha t m ountain  top, to read tha t book. The air was pure, and  
because the story was like the air, it opened up the soul. A n d  it 
was a fine place to read and  w ait for the end  (49).
A  2005 dram atised BBC docum entary produced by 
Andrew Thom pson, tellingly titled The Adventures o f Robert 
Louis Stevenson , also presents the au th o r’s Samoan period 
as the fulfillment of destiny. In one of its scenes, it shows 
Stevenson defending his house during a Samoan civil war, 
w ith a voice-over saying, “this was the stockade of Treasure 
Island  for real” .
Biography and fiction bo th  justify their framing of fact 
by referring to  Stevenson’s own writing, or by suggesting, 
as biographer Ian Bell does, that ‘th e ir’ Stevenson would 
have been delighted w ith a construction of his life story 
as a Stevensonian narrative. The variety of fictionalised 
biographical texts about Stevenson’s life and their 
referencing of his fiction reflect the image of Stevenson as 
a “writer of boundaries” , or as an author, A m brosini and 
D ury write, “mixing genres, com bining elements of high 
literature and popular narratives, introducing the personal 
and subjective into the “scientific” genres of biography
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and anthropology, repeatedly returning to  situations and 
characters of ambiguous categorization, passing from  one 
kind of writing to  another in a continuous process of 
innovation” (xiii). O n the basis of this characterisation of 
Stevenson’s writing, it may be concluded that the recent 
biographical fiction that textualises the au tho r’s life is even 
m ore Stevensonian than scholarly biographies like Ian Bell’s 
and Claire H arm an’s -  even if they, too, refer to  Stevenson’s 
fiction in the writing of the life of RLS. Fictionalised 
biographical narratives about Stevenson, certainly in 
com parison with those in which H enry James is a character, 
distinguish themselves by their mixing of genres, by their 
experim entation with form s of narration, and, in many 
cases, by their use of irony and humour.
THE (B IOGRAPHER OF) THE A U TH O R  
IN FICTION
Biographical fiction about au thors like Stevenson 
establishes relations w ith the w riting of its subjects at a 
m u ltitude  of levels. W hat is seen as a problem  in literary  
biography -  that is, the question  o f how to  deal w ith an 
a u th o r’s w ork and the relation  betw een life and w ork -  is 
considered a challenge in  fictionalised life-writing. The 
tension  betw een the ‘p rob lem ’ of scholarly biography and 
the ‘challenge’ o f biographical fiction explains, on the one 
hand, why novels about biographers are m ost often  novels 
about the biographers o f authors, and, on  the other, why 
au thors continue to  appear as characters in  biographical 
novels. B iographers of au thors are a favourite subject of 
con tem porary  fiction. M ichael H olroyd has said that, 
“ [n]ovels these days are crow ded w ith biographers. They 
creep th rough  the pages o f W illiam  Cooper, A .N. W ilson, 
Penelope Lively, Susan Hill, A lison  Lurie, A.S. Byatt,
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Kingsley Am is [and] Saul Bellow” (16). Novels about 
biographers and their biographical projects are alm ost 
always about the researching and w riting o f a u th o rs ’ 
lives. D iscussing H o lroyd ’s biography of Lytton Strachey 
(1967-8; revised in  1994) and the difficulty of “ sorting 
ou t quo tations and paraphrases from  (...) S trachey’s 
own w riting from  H o lroyd’s p rose” , Paula Backscheider 
observes that, “ [t]hese biographers tend  to  select w riters 
as subjects” (1999: 185). The texts Julijana Nadj reads in  her 
study o f “die fiktionale M etabiographie” (2006), which 
specifically focuses on  the b iographer’s novel, are m ostly 
texts tha t them atise the w riting o f the lives of literary  
m en and wom en. Exam ples are: V ladim ir N abokov’s The  
R eal L ife  o f  Sebastian K n ig h t  (1941); B ernard  M alam ud’s 
D u b in ’s L ives (1979); and W illiam  G old ing’s T he  Paper 
M e n  (1984).
“Life writing’s renaissance has a special relevance to literary 
biography” , Cora Kaplan observes in Victoriana. Histories, 
Fictions, Criticism  (2007: 40), in which she defines life-writing as 
including the kind of “biofiction” she analyses in the same 
chapter: the novels from  2002-5 in which H enry James is a 
character. As Kaplan illustrates in her book about the politics of 
‘victoriana’ in the present day, literary biography is the branch 
of life-writing that is m ost receptive to experimentation with 
fictionalisation. This is no t only because the “authorcentric 
fascination is (...) fundam ental to  contem porary literary 
culture” (Bennett 2005: 108); authors also make fascinating subjects 
for life-writing because they have proved themselves m aster 
at the creation of narratives and characters. Contem porary 
literary culture has been greatly influenced by theory that has 
declared the author of literature dead. In the postm odern 
period, the writing of au thors’ lives, especially, problematises 
the assumptions of a biographical tradition that values fact and 
objectivity to the extent that it has long been deemed irrelevant 
to  reflect on its own textuality and constructedness.
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M ore recent instances of literary biography, such as 
H erm ione Lee’s Virginia W oolf (1996), do incorporate 
reflection on the interrelatedness of life and work, no t only 
in the historical au th o r’s life, bu t also, if no t m ore so, in the 
life story of the author. Scholarly biographies like Lee’s pave 
the way for fictionalised forms of life-writing that construct 
au tho rs’ life stories in relation to  their own narratives.
The ‘renaissance’ of biographical writing has produced 
an enorm ous variety of texts, which neither reverse the 
theoretical death of the author, nor completely comply 
w ith it. Judging from  the proliferation of fiction about 
historical authors in the late-twentieth and early-twenty-first 
centuries, one of the results of the debate among critics
and theorists following Roland B arthes’s 
30 This is a term used pronouncem ent of the death of the
in Franssen and author has been the rediscovery of the
Hoenselaars 1999 ‘author-as-character ’ . 30
THE A U TH O R  IN THEORY
The rise of biographical fiction about authors coincides 
with the response of critics and theorists to  the proclamation 
of the death of the author, which is expressed m ost explicitly 
in Roland Barthes’s essay ‘La m ort de l’au teur’, first 
published in English in 1967. As the debate about the status 
of authors and texts shows, Barthes’s essay raises more 
questions than it answers. His reasoning and provocative 
tone have elicited critical responses in some quarters, one 
of which I will discuss in m ore detail below. If, as Barthes 
says, the author should not be seen as the origin of the text, 
as its God-like creator and giver of meaning, it does not 
necessarily follow that the author is totally passé, I believe. 
The author may not be the source or ultimate explanation 
of the text (indeed, if texts have origins at all, they are other
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texts), bu t texts are always, and necessarily so, authored. 
A fter all, language that only refers to  itself, as Barthes defines 
the literary text, cannot also write itself. In the case of a 
novel, there is the author in the novel’s text, the author 
figure Barthes calls the “m odern scrip tor” ; and there is the 
historical author who is identified as its writer on the cover 
of the novel. The author in the text, “bo rn  simultaneously 
with the text” (Barthes 1967), does not correspond with the 
historical author who physically wrote the text. However, in 
my view, the tension between the co-existence of the author 
in the text and the historical author outside the text is no t 
simply solved by declaring either one of them , or both, or, 
even the whole concept of the author dead. The author who 
is said to  be dead is the author of criticism that considers the 
deciphering of texts to  understand their au thors’ intentions 
to  be its core business. The ‘G od’ of this criticism may 
have died, bu t the author is far from  dead as a subject of 
discussion, I would argue -  no doubt for a large part as a 
consequence of Barthes’s controversial essay
In The D eath  and  Return o f the A u thor  (1992; revised 
in 1998), Sean Burke critically reads the French theory 
that declared the author, the subject and, essentially, m an 
dead. He discusses the writings of Roland Barthes, Jacques 
D errida and M ichel Foucault, arguing against the “gross 
exaggeration” (2007: 29) of B arthes’s ‘The D eath of the 
A u tho r’ especially. Burke is convinced that the essay he 
calls “the single m ost influential m editation on the question 
of authorship in m odern  tim es” (19) has been talked about 
m ore than carefully read, bo th  by supporters and opponents 
of Barthesian “anti-authorial” theory. In spite of this, or, 
perhaps, as a consequence, the author question continues 
to  occupy scholars and critics of literature to  the point of 
alm ost dom inating literary theory. Literary scholar Andrew 
Bennett agrees w ith Burke that contem porary literary 
theory  is au thor theory at heart: in The A u thor  (2005), he
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writes that the “seemingly interm inable crisis of criticism 
(...) tu rns on the question of authorship[;] the problem  of 
criticism, the problem  of reading, is in the end the problem  
of au thorsh ip” (112).
Seán Burke exposes the weaknesses of B arthes’s 
frustratingly contradictory  argum ent. He is critical of 
B arthes’s historicising of the au th o r’s “disappearance” 
and his establishing of M allarm é as the ‘au th o r’ of 
this disappearance. This “is at best m ythopoetic, and at 
worst, perverse,” Burke th inks (9). Also, he believes that a 
theorist m ust be “deeply auteurist” to  dem and the death 
of the au thor (27). B arthes’s dem olishing of the au th o r’s 
au thority  is “dram atic” and “iconoclastic” in B urke’s 
eyes (23), seemingly in sync with the spirit of ‘1968’. To 
me, B arthes’s essay certainly reads like a period piece in 
places. He writes that “contem porary  culture is tyranically 
centred on the au tho r” , a wording that seems influenced 
by its historical context, the late-1960s and early-70s, a 
period in  which many form s of institutionalised authority  
were challenged. B arthes’s polem ic tone does add to  the 
suggestion that his “declaration of the death o f the author 
is no t only a description of what has happened but also 
an argum ent about what ought to happen” (Bennett 2005:
18). Barthes contradicts him self in this respect as well: 
he presents a chronology o f attacks on the au thor (from 
M allarmé, Valéry and Proust to  the surrealists, collective 
writing and linguistics), bu t the au thor was dead from  
the start if you follow B arthes’s own thinking about 
perfectly non-referential texts. Is it no t possible to  read 
a Shakespeare sonnet as a non-referential text w ith an 
au thor who only exists in  (the reading of) the text? Burke 
also emphasises that “ [w]hat Roland Barthes has been 
talking of all along is no t the death of the author, but 
the closure of representation” (48). O ne serious problem  
Burke has w ith m ost au thor theory  after Barthes is its
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neglect of “the proxim ity” (188), the “overlap” (190) and 
the “in terfertility” of life and w ork (191). As for this issue, 
conclusions are reached all too  eagerly, Burke feels, both  
by poststructuralists who “over-prosecuted fallacies of 
in tention, personalism  and genesis” (191), and the theorists 
who function as their opponents in the debate about the 
status of authors and texts, of whom  Burke 
m entions the New Pragmatists (18).31
The steady interest in literary biography 
as well as the popularity of authors as 
subjects of biographical fiction suggest that 
the historical au tho r’s life still very m uch 
stirs readers’ imaginations. Also, in the age 
of mass media and the Internet, authors 
are om nipresent in talkshows and televised 
award ceremonies, and on publishers’ 
websites and w riters’ personal weblogs.
Discussing the recent fictionalisation of H enry James’s life 
story, Cora Kaplan rem arks that many readers do “require 
an extra-textual, em bodied subject, a life that can represent 
a kind of prequel or sequel to  the work, something, 
anyhow, supplem entary to  i t” (78). Life-writing, bo th  in the 
form  of biography and biographical fiction, may re tu rn  the 
author to  readers who desire “a figure who can be ritually 
resuscitated, m urdered, m ourned  and praised,” as Kaplan 
phrases it in Victoriana  (78).
The au thor can hardly be said to  be dead when new 
ways of defining and relating authors and texts are 
explored all the time. In 2006, Penguin Classics published 
a Deluxe Edition of D.H. Lawrence’s Lady C hatterley’s 
Lover (1928) with a comic book cover that deals with 
scenes from  the au th o r’s life (‘D.H.L. and his M o th er’; 
‘D.H.L. and his Wife, Frieda’). A  similar treatm ent had 
been given to  Voltaire’s C andide  (1759) in 2005, which 
came w ith a comic strip of ‘Voltaire in Geneva’ on its
31 The New Pragmatists 
are identified as Stever 
Knapp and W alter Bern 
Michaels, whose 1982 
essay 'Against Theory 
is discussed by Burke 
in his chapter about 
'meaning' and 'intention 
(138-9 and 187).
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back cover. A t the same time, B loom sbury Classics re­
issued R.L. Stevenson’s Treasure Island, amongst other 
nineteenth-century titles. This edition does no t have the 
obligatory academic in troduction, bu t a newspaper-style 
appendix (‘Extra! Extra!’) with, amongst o ther items, a ‘Two 
M inute Interview with R obert Louis Stevenson’ (Plaisted 
2006). Biographical inform ation is presented here no t by 
a Stevenson scholar, bu t by Stevenson himself, or, more 
precisely, by a character called R obert Louis Stevenson. 
H istorical context (‘Breaking New s’) is provided in news 
flashes, starting with a paragraph about the Public Libraries 
A ct of 1850 and ending w ith one about the growth of the 
UK population, dated 1894 -  thus, the bulletins cover 
the whole of the historical Stevenson’s life. There are 
soundbites that quote the opinions of fellow-writers of 
Stevenson’s work and in an effort to  “find out what life is 
like” for people living at the end of the n ineteenth century, 
three characters from  Treasure Island  are interviewed as if 
they are real Victorians: Squire Trelawney, Jim Hawkins 
and Long John Silver. Finally, Stevenson’s m other is asked 
to  tell “what is was like to  have such a fam ous w riter as a 
son” . Both the comic book covers of the Penguin Classics 
and the newspaper-style appendices of the B loom sbury 
editions are playful, alternative ways of contextualising 
novels, of providing background inform ation about 
a classic’s au thor and his or her time. In essence, the 
appendix of the B loom sbury Treasure Island  textualises 
Stevenson and his life in the same way that, for instance, 
novel-length fictionalised narratives about the au thor tu rn  
him  in to  a character of fiction.
Recent innovations in life-writing, such as the experiment 
with self-reflexivity that biographical fiction takes as a starting 
point for its own development, are informed by theory 
that proclaims the deaths of the author, the subject and 
representation. w h e n  taken to  the extreme, reflection on the
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consequences of theory for the writing of lives, incorporated 
in life-writing itself, may produce biographical fiction such 
as that in which Robert Louis Stevenson is constructed as 
a character. Especially fictionalised biographical narratives 
make use of the insights of post-representational theory in 
that they write, rather than represent lives. A t the same time, 
it may give gratification to  readers who find it hard to accept 
that the author is completely irrelevant to  the interpretation 
of literature. Noticing contem porary culture’s “healthy 
demand for Victorian literary biography and biofiction” ,
Cora Kaplan asks the question:
If, as Barthes’ proleptic boast, the author as absolute monarch  
became one o f the ‘disappeared’, then is the perverse w ish to 
find  his traces in the text perhaps met, i f  in vulgar fashion, 
through m aking him  a character in a novel, where his presence 
satisfies both the epistemological terms o f his banishm ent and  
the psychological dem and for his return? (70-1)
A  detailed reading of recent examples of biographical 
fiction about the V ictorian author R obert Louis Stevenson 
will go a long way towards the answering of this question. This 
reading will involve the tracing of the presence of Stevenson’s 
own fiction in the narratives about his life: the intertextuality 
of these narratives is often signalled by their paratexts.
IN T E R TE X T U A L IT Y
w ith  texts referring to  o ther texts and o ther texts 
only, the au thor does lose his status as the genius creator 
o f original literature, the m eaning of which he fully 
controls. But if the au thor and his function  are redefined, 
in tertextuality  and the au thor need no t be m utually  
exclusive. Indeed, after B arthes’s declaration of the death
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of the au thor and Julia K risteva’s coinage o f the term  
‘in tertex tuality ’, bo th  concepts have been subject to 
continual revision. M ary O r r ’s Intertextuality. D ebates and  
Contexts (2003) studies the reception and canonisation 
of the definitions o f in tertex tuality  that have been 
developed after Kristeva’s invention of its nam e in the 
late-1960s. O rr  takes readers around “an agreed canon of 
[in tertextuality’s] theorists and theo ries” (6), which, O rr 
later clarifies, are m ainly French. A part from  Kristeva, 
these include Roland Barthes, G érard G enette and Michael 
Riffaterre (7). O rr  explains that B arthes’s writing has been 
awarded m ost a tten tion  over the years. She says that “the 
m ain discussion focuses on  the con tribu tion  of Barthes, 
n o t least his (in)famous death of the au th o r” (6) and 
that critics tend  to  “glide rapidly over K risteva’s term , 
to  concentrate on  its m ore illustrious theorists such as 
B arthes” (20). W hile Kristeva defines in tertextuality  as “a 
m osaic of quotations [in which] any text is the absorp tion  
and transform ation  of another (...) and poetic language is 
read at least doub le” (21), Barthes tu rn s in tertextuality  into 
a theory  of reading, extending all meaning-giving power 
to  a tex t’s reader by declaring “the im possibility o f life 
outside the infinite tex t” (34).
A  num ber of suggestions for the revision of K risteva’s 
and B arthes’s definitions of in tertex tuality  have been 
pu t forw ard in  the last couple of decades, for example 
by G érard Genette, who redefines it as one category of 
what he labels ‘transtex tuality ’. I will look at G enette’s 
m odel of transtextuality  m ore closely here, in o rder to 
explain why and how  I will use in tertex tuality  as a term  
in  my analysis of the biographical fiction I read in  this 
chapter. Also, I will adopt G enette’s concept of ‘paratex t’ 
in  my investigation o f the way in which texts about R.L. 
Stevenson relate to  o ther texts in their construction  o f the 
a u th o r’s life story.
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To Genette, intertextuality is one of five types of 
transtextuality -  the other four are: paratextuality, 
metatextuality, hypertextuality and architextuality. 
Transtextuality encompasses the “total field of relevant 
relationships” between texts (1997a: 3), either in the form 
of “the actual presence of one text w ithin another” 
(intertextuality), the providing of a text with a “setting” 
(paratextuality), com m entary (metatextuality), the 
“transform ation” of one text in to  another (hypertextuality), 
or a tex t’s (implicit) declaration of its “generic quality” 
(architextuality) (2-5). Significantly, G enette explains the 
fourth  type (hypertextuality) last -  an indication of the 
special status of this category. “By hypertextuality I mean 
any relationship uniting a text B (which I shall call the 
hypertext) to  an earlier text A  (I shall, of course, call it the 
hypotext), upon  which it is grafted in a m anner that is not 
that of com m entary” . A  hypertext is “a text derived from 
another preexisting tex t” (5).
G enette’s inter- and hypertextuality are not always easy 
to  keep apart. Intertextuality involves the “actual presence” 
of one text in another, while hypertextuality concerns one 
text’s (B) transform ation of another (A) w ithout “necessarily 
speaking of it or citing it” (5). G enette’s categorising of types 
of transtextuality seems systematic and precise, but this 
impression is misleading. As he himself admits, the fives 
types cannot be seen as “separate” or considered “absolute” 
(7): the generic quality of a text may be “announced by 
way of paratextual clues” (8); hypertext B may act as a 
comm entary to  hypotext A; and hypertextuality may be 
“revealed by (...) a paratextual sign” (8).
‘In tertex tuality ’ has come to  be accepted as the 
um brella term  for the relationships between texts Gérard 
G enette subsum es under ‘transtex tuality ’. It may be 
in  danger o f being too  broadly defined and rendered 
meaningless, as M ary O rr  suggests (4); however, it is the
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term  to use when discussing the interrelatedness of texts in 
general -  hence, the title of O r r ’s study. The definition of 
in tertex tuality  I will w ork with acknowledges that any text 
acquires m eaning in relation to  o ther texts and that, thus, 
all texts are in tertextual. A  text may include references 
to  these o ther texts in the form  of citations, bu t readers 
may also in terp re t it w ith texts in m ind that are not, 
strictly speaking, referred to. I will read texts in relation 
to  what I will call ‘in te rtex ts’ in this chapter. A  tex t’s 
referencing of earlier texts may be announced or signalled 
by its paratexts, which help make visible for readers 
the link between text and intertext(s). In tertextuality  is 
n o t restricted to  fiction, dram a and poetry; it is also a 
feature of non-literary texts. In life-writing, non-fictional 
biography and biographical fiction bo th  construct texts; 
they bo th  produce in tertex tual narratives. In the case 
of literary biography, texts that construct life stories of 
authors may refer to  earlier biographies as well as these 
au th o rs’ own writing. A  fictional text can have fictional 
and non-fictional in tertexts -  and vice versa, of course.
PAR A TE X TS  IN LIFE-WRITING
W hile I take issue w ith his no tion  of transtextuality,
I th ink one of Gérard G enette’s achievements is his 
contribu tion  to  the increase in awareness of the significance 
of paratexts in literature. I believe that the im portance of 
paratexts for life-writing is no t to  be underestim ated either: 
from  scholarly biography to  biographical fiction, (sub-) 
titles, chapter headings, inscriptions and illustrations have 
their own vital function in these form s’ construction of 
life stories. In biography as well as fiction, paratexts set in 
m otion  the referencing of other texts; they point to  the 
intertexts of a particular biographical narrative.
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According to  Genette, paratexts are “liminal devices (...) 
that mediate the relations between the text and reader” ; 
as such, they are both  on the out- and inside of texts. 
Explicating his definition of the term  in Paratexts: Thresholds 
o f Interpretation (originally published as Seuils in 1987), 
Genette writes that the paratextual is “a zone between 
text and off-text, a zone not only of transition but also of 
transaction: a privileged place of pragmatics and a strategy, 
of an influence on the public, an influence that (...) is at the 
service of a better reception for the text and a m ore pertinent 
reading of it” (1997b: 2). Earlier, in Palimpsests, the book in 
which he presents his m odel of transtextuality, Genette had 
listed among the possible manifestations of paratexts: “a title, 
a subtitle, intertitles; prefaces, postfaces, notices, forewords, 
etc.; marginal, infrapaginal, term inal notes; epigraphs; 
illustrations; blurbs, book covers, dust jackets, and many 
other kinds of secondary signals” (1997a: 3). In Paratexts, 
Genette revises the definition developed in Palimpsests by 
distinguishing between ‘peritexts’ and ‘epitexts’, the second 
of which may include inform ation about a text and its author 
outside its physical, publicised form, such as an au thor’s 
autobiographical writings, interviews, book reviews and 
criticism. “In principle,” Genette says in Paratexts, “every 
context serves as a paratext” (1997b: 8).
The possibility of epitexts as a sub-category of paratext, 
and the subsequent conclusion that anything exterior to 
the text can function as paratext, renders the definition of 
“thresholds of interpretation” ambiguous to the point of 
becoming unemployable. I consider paratexts as belonging 
to  the printed and published state of a text, either between 
or on the covers that bind it. A n au thor’s autobiographical 
writings, interviews, book reviews and criticism may, indeed, 
influence the interpretation of this au thor’s fiction, but they 
would then relate to  the text of the fiction as intertexts, no t as 
paratexts. O f course, a quote from  a favourable book review
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on a novel’s cover may guide readers in their interpretation 
of the novel: in that case, the paratext of the quote, part of 
the published state of the novel, would constitute a sign of 
the complete review functioning as an intertext.
To illustrate the im portance of paratexts to  the 
announcing or revealing of the intertextuality of life- 
writing, I will take a closer look at one life narrative 
whose title may significantly influence the reading of the 
text it belongs to. In 1993, Richard Holm es published a 
biographical text dealing with the friendship of Samuel 
Johnson (1709-84) and the now largely forgotten poet and 
dram atist Richard Savage (c. 1696-1743). The friendship 
would probably not have been considered out of the 
ordinary by present-day biographers like Holm es if Johnson 
had no t w ritten The L ife o f Richard Savage shortly after 
Savage’s death. It also attracts attention, because the young 
Johnson’s apparent fascination for Savage, a m an convicted 
for murder, is no t easily explained in term s of m utual 
respect between two writing colleagues. Biographical sources 
are scarce, and the few biographers who have w ritten about 
Johnson and Savage (Johnson himself, James Boswell) 
rem ain ambiguous about the curious connection.
The title of Richard Holm es’s text -  “a fragment of 
biography”, as he himself calls it (2000: xi) -  is Dr Johnson and  
M r Savage, one that instantly brings to  mind Robert Louis 
Stevenson’s Strange Case o f D r Jekyll and  M r H yde (1886). In 
the very last sentence of D r Johnson and M r Savage, Holmes 
acknowledges that Stevenson’s title did serve as the inspiration 
for the heading of his own book (1994: 231). Even if Holmes 
cannot be said to  really represent Johnson and Savage as Jekyll 
and Hyde, the paratextual title of his narrative does raise 
expectations with readers. If they are familiar with Stevenson’s 
novel they are likely to  expect a similarly sinister tale of 
split personalities. The narrative’s title alone may influence 
readers to  interpret the mysteriously strong bond between
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the eighteenth-century writers as a Jekyll-and-Hyde situation. 
One reader, biographer Michael Holroyd, does, in fact, label 
Holm es’s narrative “Stevensonian” (2003: 30).
W hat happens to  the reading of a biographical narrative 
when it is given a title that refers to  another text, and one 
so famous that it is now also used metaphorically by people 
who have never read the text in question? As Robert Mighall 
states in his ‘Introduction’ to the Penguin Classics edition of 
Strange Case o f D r Jekyll and  M r Hyde: “Jekyll and Hyde, or 
at least a version of its central idea, resides in the collective 
consciousness (...) [D]espite this almost universal familiarity 
with the idea of Jekyll and Hyde, it is also true that Stevenson’s 
story is more known about than actually known (...)” 
(Stevenson 2003: ix). Indeed, “[i]n W estern cultural imagination, 
Stevenson’s Strange Case o f D r Jekyll and  M r Hyde has become 
a metaphor, almost the very name for the duplicitous self” 
(Rago 2006: 275). By giving his fragment of biography a title 
that will almost certainly evoke associations with Stevenson’s 
universally familiar late-nineteenth-century novel, Richard 
Holmes encourages his readers to  think about the relation 
between the great D octor and the villainous poet in the 
context of the theme of the co-existence of good and evil.
Biographical narratives, fictional and non-fictional, often 
have quotes from  other texts as (chapter) m ottos or titles. 
Paratexts such as these never unproblem atically adorn a 
text; they inescapably establish a relationship between the 
biographical narrative they belong to  and the (fictional) 
writings the citations were taken from . For instance, 
many chapters in Claire H arm an’s Stevenson biography 
are preceded by quotations from  Francis G alton’s Record 
o f Family Faculties (1884), a booklet about the science of 
heredity which the historical Stevenson studied. H arm an’s 
opening paragraph relates how G alton’s “assum ptions about 
race, personality, inherited and acquired behaviour, touched 
subjects of perennial fascination to  the scientist-turned-
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literary m an [RLS in the early 1880s]” (2006: 1-2). It remains 
to  be seen why the Record o f Family Faculties should be 
applicable to  stevenson’s own life, as is suggested by placing 
quotations from  it at the front of chapters dealing w ith the 
au th o r’s growing up. The question is if H arm an interprets 
Stevenson’s “personality” and “behaviour” through the lens 
of G alton only because Stevenson read the scientist’s work 
himself. The biography’s ‘Postscripts’, which explain how 
Stevenson’s widow dealt w ith the au th o r’s legacy after his 
death, begins with this quote from  Galton: “The memories 
of ladies are excellent repositories of personal matters, 
dates, and other details; a family inquiry greatly interests 
them , and they are zealous correspondents” (459). Obviously, 
readers are supposed to  look at M rs Stevenson (Fanny) as 
one of G alton’s zealously corresponding ladies. If paratexts 
serve the purpose of ensuring for a text, as Gérard Genette 
has it, “a destiny consistent with the au th o r’s purpose”
(Allen 2000: 107), H arm an here invites her readers to  interpret 
her own chapters in reference to  the writing of one of her 
subject’s Victorian contem poraries (Francis Galton).
The in tertextuality  of life-writing becomes even 
m ore intriguing when a life story is constructed through 
references to  its subject’s own writing. R obert Louis 
Stevenson may be rem em bered through narratives that bear 
titles bringing to  m ind his Jekyll and  H yde. The Am erican 
edition of Claire H arm an’s biography does precisely that: 
it carries the subtitle M y se lf and  the O ther Fellow, a phrase 
from  Stevenson’s autobiographical writing (xviii). If that 
reference is no t yet obvious enough, this particular edition 
of H arm an’s book has a picture of Stevenson’s face, split 
in two, on its front cover. In the biography itself, H arm an 
applies the split personality m etaphor to  people long before 
Stevenson wrote his fam ous novel. The young Scot’s sexual 
ambiguity, for example, is the m ore interesting to  Harm an 
considering the novel he would write as a m arried man. By
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m entioning Jekyll and  H yde  at an early point in  her writing 
of Stevenson’s life, she implies that it provides insight into 
its au th o r’s own dual nature: “Stevenson, it should be said 
at this point, seems never to  have had any hom osexual 
experiences whatever. However, his affect was alm ost 
entirely ‘gay’. The reasons behind this, and the effect it had 
on o ther people, would deserve consideration even if this 
eccentric, boyish bohem ian had no t gone on to  write The  
Strange Case o f D r Jekyll and  M r H yd e” (211). Characterising 
the au th o r’s father, H arm an writes: “ M elancholic by nature, 
Thom as Stevenson’s awareness of his own sins seems 
m orbid; like his so n ’s creation D r H enry Jekyll, he had 
perhaps an over-fine conscience about his shortcom ings 
( - ) ” (14).
Two of Claire H arm an’s chapters start w ith quotations 
from  R obert Louis Stevenson’s own works. The first chapter 
has one from  an ‘Autobiographical N o te’ (1), while the last, 
which describes the au tho r’s death in Samoa, is introduced 
with lines from  the Stevenson poem  ‘A n End of Travel’:
Let now  your soul in this substantial world 
Some anchor strike. Be here the body moored; - 
This spectacle im mutably from  now  
The picture in your eyes; and  when tim e strikes,
A n d  the green scene goes on the instant blind —
The ultim ate helpers, where your horse today 
Conveyed you dreaming, bear your body dead  (426).
In ‘A n End of Travel’ Stevenson does no t refer to  his 
own death, bu t as a result of H arm an’s placing it at the 
front of the final chapter of her biography, it can hardly 
be read otherwise. Paratexts in scholarly biographies about 
authors quote from  those au tho rs’ fictional and non- 
fictional writings as if there were no distinction between 
the two. Like J.C. Furnas before him, biographer Ian Bell
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quotes from  Stevenson in the m ottos of his chapters; and 
like Harm an, he paratextualises autobiography as freely as 
poems. Stevenson’s fiction is made to  apply to  his life story 
by these texts as easily as his non-fictional writing.
W hile it is no t alien to  scholarly biography, biographical 
fiction about authors turns the referencing of these authors’ 
own texts into its modus operandi. The paratextual title of 
Richard W oodhead’s The Strange Case o f R .L . Stevenson
(2001) prepares readers for a take on Stevenson’s life from 
a Jekyll-and-Hyde perspective. In W oodhead’s Strange Case, 
five of the historical Stevenson’s doctors look back on their 
meetings with the celebrity patient. In the ‘Introduction’ 
of his text, W oodhead states that it is “not a biography or 
a work of scholarship. It is a work of fiction (...)” (x). It is 
not completely fictional, of course: “Using the wealth of 
available information concerning the life of Stevenson, I 
have planted the fictional elements of the story within a 
matrix of facts in such a way that everything described could 
have occurred within the known framework of time and 
place,” W oodhead adds (xi). W oodhead’s combined five 
narratives do echo the text it refers to in its title. The way in 
which the doctors relate their experiences with their patient 
recalls the mode of narration of Stevenson’s Jekyll and Hyde, 
which does not have an omniscient narrator either, but a 
character (Mr Utterson) who tells the story of Jekyll/Hyde.
In both Stevenson’s and W oodhead’s texts, readers get to 
know the patient through another character’s reporting of 
his case. As a result, in Jekyll and Hyde as well as The Strange 
Case o f R .L . Stevenson, the patient remains enigmatically 
distant, but no less fascinating. Apart from  referencing Jekyll 
and H yde , W oodhead’s fictionalised life-writing processes 
quotations from Stevenson’s travel accounts in dialogues or 
in descriptions of his many voyages: “As far as possible, I have 
derived Stevenson’s views (and some of his words) from  his 
own written w ork,” W oodhead explains in the ‘Introduction’
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(xi). W oodhead’s biographical fiction rewrites Stevenson’s own 
at different levels, which is signalled by the paratext of its title.
Like Richard W oodhead’s text, Alex C apus’s Reisen im 
Licht der Sterne (2005) defies categorisation. It is neither a 
biography nor a novel, bu t a hybrid form  that necessitated 
the invention of a new label: in its subtitle, Capus’s 
narrative calls itself Eine Verm utung  instead of A  Biography 
or A  N ovel. Reisen im L icht der Sterne is situated in Samoa 
in the 1890s, or, at least, the chapters in which Stevenson 
the character appears are. It makes a case for the theory 
that Stevenson financed his South Sea life w ith the gold he 
had coincidentally stum bled across on the nearby island 
of Tafahi. The gold had ended up there after it had been 
plundered from  South America and hurriedly buried on 
the beach. Chapters that reconstruct the search for the 
legendary treasure by various prize hunters alternate with 
the writing of Stevenson’s Samoan period, during which, if 
C apus’s text is to  be believed, the au tho r’s m ost im portant 
concern was to  secure the Tafahi gold.
A fter its title page, Alex Capus’s Reisen im Licht der Sterne 
begins with a quotation from  R obert Louis Stevenson’s The  
Ebb-Tide, w ritten, as is explained, in Samoa in 1890, the 
place and tim e in which C apus’s narrative is also situated:
‘W ell, w h a t’s he here upon this beastly island for? I said. H e ’s 
not here collecting eggs. H e ’s a palace a t home, and  powdered  
flunkies; and i f  he don ’t stay here, you bet he knows the reason 
why! Follow?’ (5)
‘W as hängt der hier a u f  dieser Scheißinsel rum? Ich sage euch: 
D E R  sucht hier keine Ostereier. A u f  den wartet zu  H ause  
eine Palast und  ein Heer von gepuderten Arschkriechern; und  
w enn er nicht dorthin zurückkehrt, so muss
er da für einen verdam m t guten  32 The text in English is
Q rund haben. K önn t Ihr m ir folgen?’32 from Stevenson 1999: 197.
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Capus’s Vermutung tells the story of how the author of The 
Ebb-Tide survived life on the “Scheißinsel” of Samoa thanks 
to his finding a long lost treasure of gold, a “verdammt guten 
G rund” for staying in the Pacific. A n early sign of how Capus’s 
text writes the life of an author through the rewriting of his 
fiction, this paratextual quotation promises readers a story -  a 
Stevensonian story -  about a man who, against all expectations, 
decides to spend the rest of his life on a remote and primitive 
island while the good life waits at home. But, of course,
Capus’s text first discovered a frame for an alternative take on 
Stevenson’s life in its subject’s Ebb-Tide story
Reisen im Licht der Sterne ends with a quotation from Robert 
Louis Stevenson’s own writing as well -  in this case, a paragraph 
from a letter to  Edmund Gosse from June 1893. Sandwiched 
between the narrative’s ‘Nachwort’ and its ‘D ank’, it is the 
same fragment of correspondence that J.C. Furnas begins his 
biography of Stevenson with. In the letter, Stevenson tells 
Gosse that he likes “biography far better than fiction”:
( ...)  In biography you have your little hand fu l o f facts, little 
bits o f a puzzle, and you sit and  th ink, and  fit ’em together 
this way and  that, and  get up and  throw ’em dow n, and say 
dam n, and  go out for a walk, and  i t’s real soothing; and when  
done, gives an idea o f finish to the writer tha t is real peaceful. 
O f  course i t ’s not really so finished as quite a rotten novel; it 
always has and  always m ust have the incurable illogicalities 
o f life about i t . . .  Still, th a t’s where the fu n  comes in (221).
Bei Biografischem hat m an eines Puzzles, und  m an sitzt 
da und  denkt nach und versucht sie a u f  diese und  jene 
Weise zusam m enzufügen; dann  steht m an plötzlich a u f  
und schm eißt alles hin, sagt verdam m t nochm al und  geht 
spazieren, um  sich zu  beruhigen; und  w enn m an dam it 
fertig ist, hat m an das befriedigende G efüh l, etwas wirklich  
zum  Abschluss gebracht zu  haben. N a tü rlich  ist es nie so
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abgeschlossen wie der mieseste aller Romane; denn immer und  
immer wieder taucht der unlogische W idersinn des Lebens 
darin auf, muss darin au fta u ch en ... A ber gerade dort fäng t 
der Spaß doch erst an.
By quoting Stevenson on biography, both Capus and 
Furnas acknowledge that their texts are instances of life- 
writing. Even Capus, whose narrative comes with an invented 
subtitle, m ust have recognised that stevenson is talking about 
the challenges he (Capus) himself was faced with during the 
writing of Reisen im Licht der Sterne (facts, and how to  “fit 
’em together” ; the “idea of finish”) -  why else would he end 
with this particular quotation? The last word in Capus’s text, 
Stevenson’s statement about the “fun” of the “illogicality” 
of biography read like a justification of how Reisen im Licht 
der Sterne constructs a life story. The suggestion is, too, that 
Stevenson would not have m inded Capus’s handling of the 
historical facts about his Samoan period: this is what RLS, 
the great self-mythologiser, would have approved of.
It is im portan t to  note that Gérard G enette’s paratexts 
are verbal (titles, epigraphs) as well as non-verbal or 
visual (illustrations, book covers). Visual media have an 
im portan t role in the construction of life stories, both  at 
the paratextual level and as intertexts. In biographical fiction 
about authors, visual paratexts alm ost unvaryingly refer to  
these au tho rs’ own writing. For example, the dust jacket 
of the first edition of Reisen im L icht der Sterne is adorned 
with an illustration of a pirate, stranded on a beach. It is 
impossible to  definitively determ ine how this image may 
influence readers’ interacting with Capus’s text, but the 
pirate picture does betray, at least on its publisher’s part, a 
coaxing of readers towards an in terpretation of the story 
of R.L. Stevenson’s suspect financing of his Samoan ‘court 
life’ as a rewriting of Treasure Island. The cover of Robert 
Louis Stevenson Reconsidered (2003), a collection of “new
132
critical perspectives” edited by W illiam B. Jones, features 
an illustration of Stevenson flanked by a ship and a castle. 
Pirate ships and Scottish castles belong to  Stevenson’s 
fiction m ore so than to  his life, but the author and his 
fiction appear inseparable in the m em ory of many. In Paul 
Binding’s Robert Louis Stevenson (1974), the m ain text is 
preceded by a drawing of a ship; each chapter in Binding’s 
biography starts with a drawing, but, apparently, the ship is 
the image that here comm unicates the whole of ‘RLS’.
In biographical narratives about historical authors, 
paratexts, whether they are verbal or visual, indicate how 
these au tho rs’ own stories and novels set the tone for the 
textualisation of their lives. It is clear that paratexts are 
essential to  a tex t’s construction of life stories, whether it is 
fictional or non-fictional. In a life narrative about an author, 
paratextual signs that reveal or announce the functioning 
of this au th o r’s fiction as intertext are imperative to  a 
narrative’s textualisation of the au tho r’s life.
TWO TRAVELS
The referencing of the au tho r’s work in the writing of 
his life is best illustrated by a fictionalised narrative that 
predom inantly and quite obviously refers to  only one text of 
the author constructed as character. In such a narrative, the 
au tho r’s work may be, as Genette would describe it, actually 
present in the text, either in quotations that are declared as 
such, or through literal borrowings incorporated w ithout 
quotation marks. A nna Tam bour’s Travels w ith  Robert 
Louis Stevenson in the Cevennes (2003) is a good example of 
biographical fiction that rewrites one of R.L. Stevenson’s 
own works: Travels w ith  a Donkey in the Cevennes (1879). 
Tam bour’s Travels is narrated by M odestine, the donkey 
in Stevenson’s well-known and successful travel account.
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It leaves out many im portant scenes from  Travels w ith  a 
Donkey, but expands those in which Stevenson is caught 
wrestling w ith his stubborn travelling com panion. As it 
refers to  one text by Stevenson only, it offers the possibility 
of a parallel reading, which I will use to  bring to  light how 
exactly Tam bour’s writing of one part of the au tho r’s life 
depends on its referencing of the 1879 ‘original’.
Staying as close as possible to  that of the story 
it rewrites, the title of A nna Tam bour’s narrative 
at once establishes the connection with Stevenson’s 
autobiographical story of a journey he made in the 
Cévennes area in France in the autum n of 1878. By 
replacing “a D onkey” with “R obert Louis Stevenson” , 
the title suggests that the story to  follow will be a 
recognisable rewriting of Travels w ith  a Donkey; it raises 
the expectation that it is the same story, but told from  the 
alternative perspective of the donkey. M odestine is the 
m ost memorable character of Stevenson’s own Travels w ith  
a Donkey: RLS’s “lady friend” is in its title, and the story 
ends rather abruptly after she is sold again. Tam bour’s 
rewriting of the travel account, one of Stevenson’s first 
trium phs as a professional writer, recognises that the donkey 
is the perspective to  take when the Stevenson who trekked 
through the French M assif cen tra l is to  be depicted. The 
scenes in Tam bour’s narrative in which M odestine refuses 
to  obey Stevenson’s com m ands unm ask the ‘great’ author 
as an im patient, naively rom antic and occasionally cruel 
person. But his clumsiness in dealing with the beast of 
burden is also endearing: w ithout the donkey, Stevenson the 
character would not have been half as interesting.
Like the Travels of 1879, the 2003 rewriting has a first­
person narrator. The very idea of a narrating donkey 
indicates that irony will be the mainstay of Anna Tam bour’s 
story. Irony also happens to  characterise many of 
Stevenson’s descriptions of the donkey as well as the scenes
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in which he tries to  subject M odestine to  his will. In Travels 
w ith  a D onkey , he writes that he was “as cold as a po tato” 
towards her, he quotes a so-called Lucy poem  by W illiam 
W ordsw orth  at their parting, and he cries affectedly after 
losing M odestine to  a new owner. In the 1879 Travels, the 
scenes with the donkey are m om ents of self-mockery for 
Stevenson; in these scenes readers may recognise the RLS 
who signed his letters with ever m ore fantastic aliases. It 
is in Stevenson’s own irony that Tam bour’s Travels finds a 
precedent for its ironic and demythologising textualisation 
of the travelling and writing R obert Louis Stevenson as the 
true donkey of his own Travels.
Travels w ith  Robert Louis Stevenson contains many 
quotations from  Travels w ith  a Donkey. In m ost cases, the 
quotations are no t declared as such; the casual reader, not 
studying the source text at the same time, will probably not 
spot the quoted lines as having been lifted from  the original 
Travels. The following examples show how quotations from  
Stevenson’s travel account are integrated in the text. First, a 
citation w ithout quotation marks:
W hile  striking his bargain, Father A d a m  petted my neck for 
the first time. A t  our separation he shed a tear, and  the tear 
m ade a clean m ark dow n one cheek as he fingered w ith  delight 
his heavy coins (Tambour 2003: 50).
[Father A d a m ] had a nam e in the village for brutally misusing 
the ass; yet it is certain tha t he shed a tear, and the tear m ade a 
clean m ark dow n one cheek (Stevenson 2004: 10).
Second, a text fragm ent w ith quotations that are 
m arked as borrowings. The inverted com m as are 
n o t m eant to  signal that M odestine is quoting from  
Stevenson’s Travels here. Rather, she is quoting from  what 
she has seen her m aster write:
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A s  for our com panionship, the day I saw  him  write o f me 
as a mere “appurtenance o f my mattress, or self-acting  
bedstead on four casters [sic]” I was so shocked I sat dow n, 
but his teapot was between my rum p and  the ground. The  
rest o f th a t day was even less com panionable than  before 
(Tambour: 53).
[F]or she was only an  appurtenance o f my mattress, or self­
acting bedstead on four castors (Stevenson: 9).
In addition to  using declared and undeclared quotations, 
Travels w ith  Robert Louis Stevenson tu rns the text it recycles 
from  Travels w ith  a Donkey in to  dialogue. The following 
passage shows how Tam bour uses direct speech where 
Stevenson does not:
“Cheaper than  my sleeping sack!” Mr. Stevenson exclaimed, 
in words tha t sounded like pebbles rolling dow n the 
cobblestones. I fe lt quite deflated. I had been quite proud 
a t the price he pa id  for me, and here he thought me cheap 
(Tambour: 50).
The sack had already cost eighty francs and two glasses o f 
beer; so th a t M odestine, as I instantly baptised her, was upon  
all accounts the cheaper article (Stevenson: 9).
The key scenes in T am bour’s Travels w ith  Robert Louis 
Stevenson  are often dialogues tha t adapt Stevenson’s 
original in te rio r m onologues. See, for instance, how he 
finds a name for his new ly-bought donkey: “ M odestine, 
as I instantly  baptised h e r” are the only words devoted 
to  this m om ent in Travels w ith  a D onkey, bu t T am bour’s 
narrative revises the scene -  or, rather, m akes a scene of 
it -  by adding direct speech. It im plies that there is a story  
behind S tevenson’s instant baptising of M odestine, a story
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the au tho r him self chose to  ‘forget’: Tam bour here toys 
w ith the idea that a rew riting like hers rem em bers what is 
conveniently forgotten, that it com plem ents h isto ry  and 
fills in  the gaps of canonised historical narratives. The 
name-giving scene of her text, constructed  as ‘key’, reads 
as follows:
H e spent the next few  steps congratulating him self rather 
insultingly until he interrupted h im self w ith  “W h a t shall I 
call her?”
“Zuleika!” I thought a t him  as hard as I could. “M y  mother 
nam ed me Z u le ika .”
“M odestine?” he said, and  stopped. H e stroked his chin and  
gazed into the clouds. “A  nice ring to it for a little donkey. 
M odestine, then” (50).
T am bour’s rew riting o f the name-giving is suitably 
funny, also because it stresses the absurdity  of the 
th inking and talking donkey situation . Stevenson strokes 
his chin and gazes in to  the clouds, an image tha t befits her 
tex t’s construc tion  of the m an as a som ew hat silly, posing 
Rom antic.
A nna T am bour’s text carefully deconstructs the 
Stevenson who likes to  see him self in charge o f the great 
Cévennes walking adventure. In the donkey’s narration  of 
the journey  through the Cévennes, Stevenson says, “O ur 
adventure begins now, M odestine, my little com panion” 
(1), and “L et’s be on our way, M odestine” (2), bu t neither 
are to  be found in  his own travel account. Tam bour 
emphasises Stevenson’s relishing of his role as the leader 
of an im portan t expedition, bu t only so as to  topple 
this m yth later on. Com pare how T am bour’s text places 
Stevenson’s discovery of goads in a slightly different light:
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O f  the relationship between us, he was also well content.
N o w  grinning master and  trotting slave. A t  one particularly  
toothsome patch  o f bramble, when I was just reaching out my 
lips, w ha t do I hear but “Blessed be the m an who invented  
goads!” A n d  as for w ha t I fe lt in my tender rump, I let him  
know  w ith  my hooves but he was not as slow-witted here as I 
had hoped (Tambour: 54).
Blessed be the m an who invented goads! Blessed the innkeeper 
o f Bouchet St N icolas, who introduced me to their use!
(Stevenson: 21)
Tam bour’s Stevenson rather fancies the idea of himself as a 
survivor. Modestine considers him self-deluding in this respect, 
a foresight she shares with her readers, who, if familiar with 
Travels w ith a Donkey, know what will eventually happen to the 
pair. Together with the donkey, the reader sees Stevenson walk 
towards decidedly unromantic hardship, if not as a result of the 
overconfidence displayed in his initial dealings with Modestine. 
Just like Tam bour’s rewriting reverses the roles Stevenson and 
Modestine have in the Travels of 1879, biographical fiction that 
dismantles the idea of the ‘great’ author may give readers the 
impression that, for once, they are ahead of the genius who 
endows his texts with ‘secrets’ to decipher.
The ending of Anna Tam bour’s narrative illustrates how a 
new, almost independent story can be constructed on the basis 
of a minimal lead found in an earlier text. The scene in which 
Stevenson the character says goodbye to his donkey -  a moment 
“sadly misremembered,” Modestine sighs -  is the one with which 
both Travels end. It is expanded from a few paragraphs in Travels 
with a Donkey to two and a half pages in Travels w ith Robert Louis 
Stevenson. As Tambour’s text fills the gaps in Stevenson’s version 
of his parting from Modestine, as it remembers what Stevenson 
chose to  forget, a new dim ension is added to  the story of 
the relationship between the two characters.
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As it tu rns out, A nna Tam bour’s Travels w ith  Robert Louis 
Stevenson is only one of many alternative 
33 For alternative titles, see versions of Stevenson’s original Travels.33
Rankin 2001 : "5 -7 . I will briefly look at a second rewriting
of Travels w ith  a Donkey to  show how, 
in the field of life-writing, text construction is usually a 
reconstructing of text. In ‘1964: Travels’, published in a 
collection of m etabiographical writings titled Footsteps 
(1985), Richard Holm es tells the story of how he once 
walked the Stevenson trail through the French Cevennes.
The travel account is neither scholarly biography nor 
biographical fiction, but it does write lives, bo th  Stevenson’s 
and H olm es’s own. Like Stevenson’s Travels, it is much 
m ore than a report of travel experiences. Holm es reflects on 
his own life while re-enacting an episode from  Stevenson’s 
and he constructs an image of the author whose footsteps 
he traces while discussing one of this au th o r’s writings: 
Travels w ith  a Donkey in the Cevennes.
‘1964: Travels’ relates to Stevenson’s 1879 travel story, even 
if it does not process text from the original in quite the same 
way as Anna Tam bour’s biographical fiction. Like Stevenson’s 
Travels, Richard Holmes’s narrative was written after the 
journey it chronicles, on the basis of a notebook. It contains 
(marked) quotations from Travels w ith a Donkey, it is told by a 
first person narrator, it is similar in length, and, like Stevenson’s 
account, it combines the writing of local history with 
descriptions of the hardships the narrating traveller is faced 
with on the road. Holmes even has his own travel companion: 
not a donkey, but a hat he personifies by naming it “Le Brun”.
Richard Holmes not only literally follows Stevenson’s 
footsteps in France, he also traces the author of Travels 
w ith  a Donkey through the account with which Stevenson 
textualised his travels in the first place. In the end, it is 
through that text that Holmes portrays Stevenson: he views 
his subject through the m an’s own writing, and he applies
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Stevenson’s writing as text with which to  shape his own 
writing of the life. For instance, Holmes writes that missing 
Fanny, with whom he was not m arried yet at the time, was 
the central experience of Stevenson’s journey through the 
cevennes. A bout Stevenson’s plans for marriage, Holmes 
says that, “in his notebook, [Stevenson] wrote in French “a 
developer”, to be filled out -  which in a sense he did for the 
rest of his life” (1985: 54). Stevenson, Holmes interprets, lived 
his life like a novel he kept developing, kept revising. Here, as 
elsewhere (see A ntonio Tabucchi’s Dreams o f D ream s, from 
which I quote above), life in Samoa is made to  symbolise the 
fulfillment of the adventure started in Travels w ith  a Donkey:
O nce again I glimpsed Stevenson deliberately covering his tracks. 
The truth  o f the Pic de Finiels experience lay in its exposed, 
sweeping emotions. The toning dow n, the correcting and  
balancing, hid exactly that boyish hope and mysticism which finally 
rushed out towards the figure o f Fanny, the ideal “com panion” 
o f Stevenson’s future adventuring, and which was indeed made  
permanent reality in the exotic, open-air and strongly matriarchal 
last encampment o f the V ailim a house, in Samoa (...)  (54-5).
The cevennes region annually attracts a fair share of 
backpacking literary tourists, set on walking what is now 
officially advertised as the ‘Stevenson trail’. Like Richard 
Holmes, quite a num ber of them  have published accounts 
about their travel experiences. ‘1964: Travels’, though, is 
still considered superior by many. c la ire  H arm an calls it 
“the best of all the ‘in-the-steps-of-Stevenson’ books” (163), 
while for the writing of D ead M a n ’s Chest (1987), a book 
that describes his travels after R obert Louis Stevenson, 
Nicholas Rankin “decided not to  go to  the Cevennes” , 
because “ [t]oo many people have already followed RLS 
and his m ouse-coloured donkey; for example, the critically 
acclaimed Richard Holm es in Footsteps: Adventures o f
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a Rom antic Biographer” (2001: 115). It is highly likely that 
A nna Tam bour thought of H olm es’s widely admired 
piece of m etabiography while conceiving of her rewriting 
of Stevenson’s Travels w ith  a Donkey. Towards the end of 
‘1964: Travels’, Richard Holm es m entions the fact that his 
personal copy of the travel account, printed in 1936, has 
an appendix with suggestions for essay subjects. “ I do like 
one suggestion,” he says, before quoting the possible essay 
subject: ““Put yourself in M odestine’s place, and write a 
character study of your M aster” ” (65). “ It m ight lead on to 
deeper things,” he adds, as if inviting future biographers 
to  follow in his footsteps. The way in which Tam bours’s 
biographical fiction of Travels w ith  Robert Louis Stevenson 
builds on bo th  the original Travels and H olm es’s rewriting 
of it shows how life-writing texts interact to  contribute to 
an historical individual’s cumulative life story.
MAIN IN T E R TE X T S
Treasure Island  and Strange C ase o f D r Jekyll and  M r 
H yde  are the m ost popu lar references in  fictionalised 
biographical narratives about R.L. Stevenson, bu t n o t the 
only ones, as testified by A nna T am bour’s Travels. M ore 
often  than  no t, rew ritings of S tevenson’s own texts mix 
in  such a m anner that it is hard  to  dissect each reference: 
biographical narratives like Alex C apus’s Reisen im  L ich t 
der Sterne  and A lberto  M anguel’s Stevenson U nder the 
Palm  Trees (2002) echo as m any texts as Treasure Island, 
Jekyll and  H yde, T he  E bb-T ide  and T he Beach o f  Falesa, but 
also S tevenson’s letter writing, which is m ostly  quo ted  
in  dialogues. W hile C apus’s and M anguel’s two uniquely 
different biographical narratives prove that the m ixing 
o f references to  the same set o f tex t can have rem arkably 
distinct outcom es, it is im portan t to  discuss them
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together and take a closer look  at the role of the rew riting 
o f S tevenson’s novels, stories and letters in  textualisations 
o f the a u th o r’s life.
A lberto  M anguel’s Stevenson U nder the Palm Trees is a 
novella situated in Samoa, in 1894, in the period ending 
with Stevenson’s death. Stevenson the character is writing 
what will tu rn  out to  be his last novel: “a dark Scottish 
rom ance” like the novel the historical Stevenson was 
working on when he suddenly died (the unfinished Weir 
o f H erm iston). Stevenson is caught up in a conflict with 
the Samoan islanders after a teenage girl is raped and 
m urdered and he finds him self accused as the perpetrator. 
Throughout, he is stalked by one M r Baker, a Scottish 
missionary, who eventually admits to  having com m itted 
the crimes Stevenson is accused of. M anguel’s biographical 
narrative has been recognised as Stevensonian in various 
book reviews: Sven Birkerts of The W ashington Post hears 
“the Stevensonian echo th roughout” (Birkerts 2004); the 
novella is called a “Stevensonesque tale” on 
The Com plete Review  website;34 writing on 34 See http ://w w w . 
the Canadian Literature site, Karl E. Jirgens complete-review.com/ 
thinks it is “ [w]ritten in the distinctive style reviews/manguela/ 
of Stevenson” (Jirgens 2005); and Karl M iller sunderpt.htm 
of T he G uardian  sees a w riter (Stevenson) (April 2010). 
being “bitten by his novel” (Jekyll and Hyde) 
in M anguel’s text (Miller 2004).
For sure, the m ost im portan t in tertext of Stevenson 
U nder the Palm Trees is D r Jekyll and  M r  H yde. For a long 
time, it rem ains a m ystery if the obstrusive M r Baker really 
exists: his conversations with Stevenson always take place 
w ithout witnesses and he appears and disappears during 
Stevenson’s drug-induced hallucinations. The question 
arises whether Baker is one of Stevenson’s own creations, 
a character Stevenson experiences as real when he gets 
carried away by his own writing. Perhaps it is Stevenson
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himself, his personality’s darker side, a “shadow with 
a life of its ow n” (75). M anguel’s text manages to  imply 
that the m issionary may well be Stevenson’s Hyde. He 
certainly gives the im pression of being Stevenson’s double: 
others, who have never seen the two together, continually 
mistake Baker for Stevenson and vice versa; they share the 
Edinburgh background; Baker knows all about Stevenson’s 
past and his family relations; he “claims blood-ties w ith 
[Stevenson] to  foster [his] own cause” (2); they wear the 
same hats; and Baker moves through Stevenson’s room  “as 
surely as if this were his ow n” (95).
A lberto  M anguel’s allusions to  Stevenson’s famous 
story about the co-existence of good and evil w ithin a 
single personality resonate w ith references to  one of 
his South Sea tales, The Beach o f Falesa . Stevenson’s 
confrontation  w ith the South Sea practice of tabu recalls 
the personal crisis that the m ain character of The Beach o f 
Falesa is faced w ith when the Falesians tu rn  against him  as a 
result of a fellow-European playing a trick on all involved. 
Furtherm ore, Stevenson’s letters are rew ritten as dialogue 
in Stevenson U nder the Palm Trees. As it tu rns out, the 
character of M r Baker is based on an historical individual 
as well. In a ‘N ote on the Text’, M anguel inform s readers 
that, “ [c]ertain names (including that o f M r Baker from  
Tonga), certain expressions and descriptions [were] taken 
from  The Letters o f Robert Louis Stevenson to H is Family 
and  Friends (...)” (104). In fact, M anguel’s narrative almost 
literally quotes from  a letter from  Stevenson to  H enry 
James, in which he tells his colleague and friend about a 
certain M r Baker, a m issionary from  the island of Tonga.
In Stevenson U nder the Palm Trees, the quo tation  ends up 
as part of a dialogue, dividing the historical Stevenson’s 
words over two characters in the narrative: Stevenson and 
the chief-justice of Samoa. This is R obert Louis Stevenson 
writing to  H enry James on  29 D ecem ber 1890:
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[W ]e had a visitor — Baker o f Tonga. H eard you ever o f him ? 
H e is a great m an here; he is accused o f theft, rape, judicial 
murder, private poisoning, abortion, misappropriation of 
public moneys — oddly enough, not forgery, nor arson; you 
w ould be amused i f  you knew how thick the accusations fly 
in this South Sea world. I make no doubt my own character is 
something illustrious; or i f  not yet, there is a good tim e coming.
A nd this is Stevenson the character talking to  the Samoan 
chief-justice in M anguel’s text:
‘(■■■) A s  far as I ’ve heard, your M r Baker has been accused 
o f theft, rape, jud icia l murder, private poisoning, abortion, 
m isappropriation o f public moneys. O ddly enough not forgery, 
nor arson.’
‘Curious, isn’t it, how  th ick the accusations fly in this South  
Sea world? I have no doubt my own character is something 
illustrious.’
‘O nly in the right sense, M r Stevenson. O nly in the right sense. 
A n d  now, I th ink, I w ill trouble you no further.’ (52)
M anguel’s ‘N ote on the Text’ does no t acknowledge 
sources in a detailed way: it only m entions the adaptation 
of “certain nam es” and “certain expressions” . The quoted 
dialogue is no t m arked as having been taken from  or based 
on one of Stevenson’s letters, but then, a footnote would 
have appeared out of place in the fiction that Stevenson 
U nder the Palm Trees is. The character of the chief-justice 
utters the words of the historical Stevenson’s letter, but, 
of course, in the context of a fictional narrative about 
Stevenson’s final year in Samoa. The events described in the 
novella did no t take place in reality either, and M anguel’s 
M r Baker is as m uch distinct from  the one m entioned in the 
letter to  H enry James as his Stevenson is from  the historical 
author of Jekyll and Hyde.
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Biographical fiction like A lberto M anguel’s not only 
differs from  scholarly biography in that it does not declare 
quotations on the relevant page, it also claims more freedom 
in the unchronological aligning of the life story scenes it 
constructs as ‘key’. In order to  cover more of Stevenson’s life 
than a biographical narrative focusing on his Samoan period 
can accommodate, M anguel’s textualisation of historical 
events re-arranges the order in which they took place.
Thus, even if Stevenson U nder the Palm Trees is set in 1894, 
indispensable scenes from  Stevenson’s earlier life are all there: 
through his conversations with M r Baker, readers learn about 
Stevenson’s relationship with his parents and nurse, and 
Fanny Stevenson’s present m ood and behaviour is explained 
by a flashback to  the m arried couple’s first meeting in France 
in 1876. The meeting of Fanny and Louis is constructed as a 
key scene in several fictionalised life narratives. It is written 
in a flashback in Sabine Bussing’s Leuchtturm  im Dschungel as 
well (60-2). In that novel, too, it serves to  explain the way in 
which the Stevensons of the 1890s relate to  each other.
M anguel’s text transports scenes that, historically, took 
place (long) before 1894 to  Stevenson’s Samoan years. A 
noticeable example is the episode in which Fanny rejects her 
husband’s m ost recent writing as “dreadful” and “crass” , 
prom pting Stevenson, “furious (...) with rage” (25), to  burn  
the m anuscript. Stevenson did once bu rn  a m anuscript 
in response to  his wife’s dismissal of his writing, bu t this 
happened in 1886, with the first version of Jekyll and Hyde. 
Apparently, the burning of the original Jekyll and H yde  has 
entered the Stevenson m yth to  the extent that it cannot be 
left out of any biographical narrative, no t even one that is 
situated in another period of Stevenson’s life. The story of 
Fanny initially rejecting Jekyll and  H yde  does gives insight 
in to  the dynamics of the Stevensons’ marriage, an insight 
that is no t lost when the memorable scene is constructed as 
having occurred in another tim e and another place.
145
There is yet m ore Jekyll and Hyde to  the story  Fanny 
finds “worse than  sensationalism ” (25) than  the fact that 
it is throw n in to  the fire in  outrage. A  feverish, possessed 
Stevenson struggles to  keep his story  from  taking 
“unexpected sideroad[s]” (23): “ [d]arker and m ore violent 
the story  came, and seemed to  unearth  vile, inspeakable 
things in its wake. He stopped for a m om ent, partly 
because o f the pain and partly  because of the h o rro r 
that the story  produced in  him , bu t then  he carried on, 
driven by a stronger need” (23). Stevenson is like the 
experim enting D r Jekyll here: in a self-induced state of 
delirium , he probes the Hyde-like h o rro r exposed by 
his writing and discovers him self to  be sim ultaneously 
repulsed and fascinated. “ [D]riven by a stronger need ,” 
he allows the story  to  develop beyond his control, just 
like Jekyll ends up being unable to  m aster his Hyde 
incarnation. w h e n  Fanny calls the story  “unseem ly” , 
Stevenson looks at the pages of the m anuscrip t and 
notices that “the words seemed to  acquire a life of their 
own, snaking across the page in  a handw riting he d id n ’t 
recognize” (25). In M anguel’s narrative, Stevenson’s last 
“ Scottish rom ance” evokes 1886’s Jekyll and  H yde  m ore 
so than  it does 1894’s W eir o f H erm iston. The text writes 
the Sam oan Stevenson by constructing the au thor of 
Jekyll and  H yde; it creates the life story  of an au thor by 
recontextualising one of this au th o r’s own stories.
In Stevenson U nder the Palm Trees, characters tell 
(life) stories by retelling other stories; it is a novella that 
them atises rewriting as m uch as it rewrites itself. Its 
characters in terpret the present by referring to  stories they 
have heard about or read in the past, and these stories 
may very well be Stevenson’s. Tootei, a fictional Samoan 
character, and the father of the girl who is raped in the story, 
accuses Stevenson, nicknam ed ‘Tusitala’ (teller of tales), of 
having killed his daughter:
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‘Tusitala, I know  the story.’
‘The story, Tootei?’
‘The story o f w hat happened on the m ountain, and the 
story o f w ha t happened in the saloon. It is all one story, and  
Tusita la  knows it too.’
‘I don ’t know  it, Tootei. Tell it to m e.’
‘The story begins like one o f the stories you tell us, Tusitala. It 
begins w ith  the arrival o f a m an on an island (■■■)’ (85)
Fact and fiction merge for the Samoans, and so, while 
concluding his ‘Stevensonian’ story, Tootei draws a knife 
and attem pts to  kill the offending Stevenson.
A t o ther times, characters confront Stevenson with 
o ther peop le’s texts, texts they subsequently  apply to  his 
life -  no t unlike Claire H arm an’s reading o f Stevenson’s 
life th rough a book  he read him self (Galton). M r Baker’s 
final encounter w ith Stevenson ends w ith him  reciting the 
a u th o r’s favourite passage from  Thom as Brow ne’s Religio  
M ed ic i (1643). The increasingly sinister Baker insinuates 
that Stevenson raped and m urdered  T ootei’s daughter. He 
does so by telling him  the story  of what ‘really’ happened, 
for which he needs to  teach Stevenson the ‘tru e ’ relevance 
of his favourite Browne passage:
‘I killed no one. I w on’t let you say so.’
‘W hether it was your hand or mine, or fa te  i f  you like, w hat 
does it matter? You w anted her, your longing had to have 
her, and  so I took her for you. (... ) The deed is done, and the 
longing was yours. We are all characters in the same story, as 
you yourself said sometime, and our parts are interchangeable, 
even th a t o f the story-teller. A n d  as the story-teller, you know  
tha t w hat desire conjures up in your dreams becomes part o f 
the dust we touch and the air we see. W hy refuse to believe it? 
W hy not accept it? D o n ’t you remember Religio Medici, tha t 
passage you are so fond of?’
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M r Baker took a book from  Stevenson’s bookshelf as surely 
as i f  this were his own room. H e opened it to a page marked  
w ith  a yellow slip o f paper. H e read:
To see our selves again, we need no t look for Plato’s year: 
every m an is no t only himself: there hath  been many 
Diogenes and as many Timons, though but few of that name: 
m en are liv’d over again, the world is now as it was in Ages 
past; there was none then, but there hath been some one since 
that parallels him, and is, as it were, his revived self (94-5).
Like Tootei, Baker sentences Stevenson with a very 
personal in terp re ta tion  of things “he him self said 
som etim e” , which he then  applies to  Stevenson’s situation 
after the rape and the m urder. The fact that Stevenson has 
read it and that he has declared it favourite is enough for 
Baker to  read its applicability to  Stevenson’s life in to  it. 
Unwittingly, Baker accurately describes what he is doing 
to  Stevenson by throw ing his own as well as o ther peop le’s 
writing at him . Stevenson is m ade to  listen to  Baker 
here: Baker has becom e the story-teller and Stevenson 
a character in his particular take on  the tragic events in 
the novella. To Baker, this playing with, or perverting 
of text is a game of power; and Stevenson, as he enjoys 
dem onstrating here, has lost the game. The game of 
Tusitala, another example of the (self-) m ythologising of 
RLS, blows up in Stevenson’s face.
In Sabine Büssing’s novel Leuchtturm  im Dschungel, which 
is told from  the perspective of his wife Fanny, character 
R obert Louis Stevenson is constructed as revelling in 
his role as the Sam oans’ highly respected Tusitala, their 
magician weaver of narratives. Stevenson is looked up 
to  by the islanders, who also consult him  in m atters of 
law. Stevenson is described as “the great Tusitala“ [“der 
G roße Tusitala”], “the powerful Tusitala” [“der mächtige
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Tusitala”], and “a m arkedly individual C hrist” [“ein 
ausgesprochen eigenwilliger C hrist”] (15). Tusitala is the 
second identity of the Samoan Stevenson: it is a self-created 
character he perform s while the Samoans listen to  his 
stories or approach him  for judgem ent in m om ents of crisis. 
As is suggested throughout Büssing’s novel, Stevenson is 
living a Stevensonian story in his perform ance of Tusitala.
It is an extension of his fiction: “Fundamentally, the magic 
of the great Tusitala was nothing m ore than a continuation 
of the classic Stevensonian magic, with, it has to  be
adm itted, some means adapted to  the 
island w orld” (55).35 Indeed, Büssing’s text 
repeatedly refers to  D r Jekyll and  M r Hyde  
in its explanation of the relation between 
Stevenson and his alter ego:
The ring w ith  T usita la  in it was on his 
right hand, as was custom ary for m arried  
people in L o u is’s European ho m ela n d ... D id  
this m ean th a t Louis and  T usita la  were a 
couple? (53)
Der R ing m it T usita la  darin steckte an  
seiner rechten H a n d , w ie das in L o u is’ europäischer H eim a t 
nach  der H ochzeit üblich w a r ... Bedeutete dieser U m stand , 
d a ß  Louis rechtm äßig  ein Paar m it T usita la  bildete?
Leuchtturm  im Dschungel very clearly writes Stevenson in 
reference to  Jekyll and  H yde. As his cousin Bob emphasises:
“T he th ing  th a t possibly fa sc ina tes me m ost about Louis 
( . . .)  is his sp lit nature. There are two souls in h im , two 
m en in his body... i f  you kn o w  w h a t I m ean ( . . .)  Louis 
consists o f two d istinctive, no, even com pletely opposite  
beings w hich  rela te to each other like day and  n ight, like 
ligh t and  darkness” (93).
35 "Der Zauber des großer 
Tusitala nämlich war im 
Grurde nichts anderes 
als die Fortsetzung 
des klassischen 
Stevensonschen Zaubers 
mit -  zugegeben -  ein 
wenig abgewandelten, 
auf die Inselwelt 
zugeschnittenen Mitteln."
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“W as m ich an Louis möglicherweise am  meisten fasziniert 
( ...)  ist Seine gespaltene N atur. Es wohnen zwei Seelen 
in seiner Brust, zwei M änner in seinem K örper... wenn  
d u  verstehst ( ...)  Louis besteht aus zwei ganz und  gar 
unterschiedlichen, nein sogar vollkom m en gegensätzlichen 
Wesen, die zueinander in einer Beziehung stehen wie der Tag 
zur N ach t, das Licht zur D unkelheit.”
Talking of Louis’s days as a law student and sollicitor,
Bob adds: “ (...) whenever he goes on search for rom antic 
adventures, Louis -  the other, the Louis who hides in his 
body -  slips out of the backdoor into
the alley, like a thief in the night” (95).36 36 " ( . . . ) [A]ber wenr
The Tusitala Spiel eventually blows up in er sich in amouröse
Stevenson’s face again: like the doctor in his Abenteuer stürzer 
own Jekyll and H yde, he is confronted with möchte, schleicht sich 
the reality of how something he created Louis -  der andere,
him self gradually acquires a life of its own. in seinem Körper 
Treasure Island  is an in tertex t in  verborgene Louis -
Leuchtturm  im  D schungel as well. The gleichsam durch die
Sam oan Stevenson is described as a H intertür in die Gasse
“castaway” [“Schiffbrüchiger”] (49) and hinaus wie ein Dieb n
he has what seems to  be a secret map der Nacht.1
for the redesigning of his garden, which 
stepdaughter Belle com pares to  that of Stevenson’s 
pirate novel. Samoa is textualised and invested with 
sym bolic m eaning as the place where Stevenson finds 
the treasure that is the final destiny of his travels: “U nd 
nun  befand sich Louis nach einem Leben voller Reisen 
und  erstaunlicher Erlebnisse auf eben dieser Schatzinsel 
und  w ünschte sich weit, weit fo rt von ihr, zurück in  sein 
Zimm er im nebligen Edinburgh oder wenigstens ins heitere 
F rankreich” (50) -  a sentence that echoes the ending of 
A n ton io  Tabucchi’s dream  of the 15-year-old Stevenson (as 
quoted  above).
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Alex C apus’s Reisen im L icht der Sterne transports Robert 
Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island  to  Samoa, too: it writes 
the life of the Stevenson of the 1890s by rewriting a novel 
from  1883. The text frames historical inform ation to  create 
an exciting, Stevensonian story of treasure hunting, w ithout 
m arking the transfer from  historical to  fictional. One 
typical example of its technique of merging fact and fiction 
can be found in chapters 11, ‘Boyish Prank’ [‘Göttlicher 
Schabernack’], and 12, ‘Lightning and T hunder’ [‘Blitz und 
D onner’]. A fter what seems a thoroughly researched history 
of a long lost treasure, chapter 11 explains how, for a short 
period of time, the people of Tafahi, a neighbouring island 
of Samoa, fall under the spell of what they consider to 
be the fish god Fatuulu, a foreign invader who irregularly 
arrives on their beach amid thunder and lightning. o n ly  
in chapter 12 does it become clear that Fatuulu is, in fact, 
R obert Louis Stevenson in disguise. Stevenson, or so the 
V erm utung  has it, knows about the treasure buried on Tafahi 
beach and scares its inhabitants by staging a show of fire 
works, m aking the Tafahians believe that he is no t to  be 
d isturbed while searching their beaches for gold. Chapter 
12 provides the ‘evidence’ for this story: it quotes from 
Fanny Stevenson’s diaries and lists the sailing trips she and 
her husband undertook  to  buy the necessary fire works and 
whitewash the gold they stole from  Tafahi beach.
In spite of his detailing of the Stevensons’ historical 
sailing trips to, amongst o ther places, Australia, Alex Capus’s 
Tafahian fish god is nothing m ore than a performed fiction, 
similar to  that of Tusitala in Sabine Büssing’s Leuchtturm  
im Dschungel. Capus’s Reisen im Licht der Sterne finds its 
inspiration for new, exciting adventure stories both  in 
historical inform ation as well as in Stevenson’s own fiction. 
The story of the hunt for the gold that ends up in Tafahi 
takes its form  from  Treasure Island. The Schabernack of the 
staged thunder and lightning recalls the scene in The Beach
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o f Falesa in which mandolins, hung up in trees and played by 
the wind, keep the local inhabitants at bay; and with the fish 
god disguise, Stevenson seems to  be living a Jekyll-and-Hyde- 
like double life. Both narratives may be based on historical 
fact, but they use it as a springboard to  the construction 
of life stories that m atch their subject’s fiction in terms of 
excitement and adventure. Büssing, Capus and Manguel 
tell stories that never actually happened: their rewriting of 
Treasure Island  and Jekyll and H yde  takes priority over the 
historically accurate representation of Stevenson’s life -  as 
far as such a thing is possible at all.
Thus, biographical fiction about authors references 
these au tho rs’ own texts in a variety of ways. A lberto 
M anguel’s Stevenson U nder the Palm Trees thematically refers 
to  Stevenson’s The Ebb-Tide  and The Beach o f Falesa in the 
sense that it deals w ith colonialism and the confrontation 
between W estern-European and South Sea cultures, placing 
Stevenson in the position of the white m ain characters of 
these tales. Treasure Island  is an im portan t point of reference 
in biographical narratives that them atise the co-existence 
of good and evil (Capus), as well as the finding of a life’s 
destiny, a m etaphorical ‘treasure’ (Büssing, Capus, M anguel 
and Tabucchi). Fiction about historical authors also rewrites 
its subjects’ own texts by following their combining of 
genres, by adopting their (ironic) tone (Tambour), and by 
processing quotations -  for instance, in dialogues (Manguel 
and Tam bour). Alex C apus’s Reisen im L icht der Sterne mixes 
‘high’ and ‘low ’ literature in a m anner that is rem iniscent 
of the romances and adventure stories of the “w riter of 
boundaries” himself, while A lberto  M anguel’s Stevenson 
U nder the Palm Trees re-uses the novella form  of the 
Stevensonian narratives it rewrites. Richard H olm es’s ‘1964: 
Travels’ reads like Stevenson’s Travels w ith  a Donkey in that 
it tackles similar issues in a similar blend of (auto)biography, 
essay writing and fiction.
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CONCLUDING
The continuing interest in literary biography as well as 
the popularity of fiction about historical authors proves 
that Roland B arthes’s pronouncing of the death of the 
author has only made the au thor as a concept the m ore 
captivating, and the author question of literary theory the 
m ore relevant. As is especially evidenced by contem porary 
biographical fiction, many of today’s writers and readers 
do no t desire the author-G od with whom  texts and the 
meanings of texts originate, but share a fascination for 
‘great’ au tho rs’ failings and their very private and, perhaps, 
even secret lives. The author did not die to  the imagination 
of readers or writers, neither to  their reading and 
in terpretation of texts.
Barthes’s theoretical writings of the post-1967-8 period 
leave an opening for the re-emergence of the author: as 
he says in Im age-M usic-Text, the au tho r’s life “is no longer 
the origin of his fiction but a fiction contributing to  his 
work; there is a reversion of the work on to  the life (and 
no longer the contrary); it is the work of Proust, of Genet 
which allows their lives to  be read as tex t” (1977: 161). The 
biographical fiction about R obert Louis Stevenson shows 
that the point is no t that the life explains the work, or that 
the work explains the life -  or, for that matter, that the 
second way of thinking has replaced the first. It is more 
im portan t to  realise that bo th  are text and that, as such, 
they are capable of being related in m uch m ore complicated 
ways. This chapter about the textualisation of an au th o r’s 
life does no t conclude w ith W.H. Auden that an a rtist’s 
works “may throw  light upon  his life” m ore so than that 
the “life throws (...) light upon his w orks” . Rather, it makes 
clear how the reading and rewriting of the work provides a 
frame for the writing of the life; the life-as-text is produced 
in reference to  other texts, including that of the subject
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of the life story. Sean Burke thinks that it is regrettable 
that “ [n]o attem pts to  consolidate, revise or redefine anti- 
authorial theory have been made, no r has any decisive and 
broadly-based interest been shown in the project of author 
renewal” (187). But the fact that fiction itself has a role to 
play in so-called author renewal should no t be ignored: 
biographical fiction makes authors return , be it no t to  their 
long-institutionalised roles of the origins of texts.
Fiction about historical authors does no t resurrect the 
God-like author who was made to  disappear by theory.
The au thor who lives in fiction is no longer ‘G o d ’, or 
‘great’ in the sense of superhum anly inspired. That this 
is so is reflected in fictionalised life narratives that take a 
special interest in au thors’ failings and hardly admirable 
traits, their secret (sex) lives and their treatm ent of socially 
less priviliged individuals such as wives and servants. 
Biographical fiction often constructs ‘great’ historical 
individuals as characters from  the perspective of the lives in 
their shadows. It may be argued, for instance, that in Anna 
Tam bour’s Travels w ith  Robert Louis Stevenson, the donkey 
‘writes back’. Tam bour’s narrative lets M odestine have her 
say about Stevenson’s journey through the m ountains of the 
Cevennes; Sabine Bussing’s Leuchtturm  im Dschungel looks 
at the author through the eyes of his wife; and Richard 
W oodhead’s Strange Case o f R .L . Stevenson allows five of the 
doctors who treated Stevenson throughout his life to  do the 
narrating for a change.
Biographical fiction seems paradoxical in this regard. 
w h ile  they may be finally given the attention they deserve, 
M odestine, Fanny Stevenson and the doctors are, of course, 
only rem em bered for being linked to  R.L. Stevenson in one 
way or another -  just as some of the recent fiction about 
H enry James aims the spotlight on his female typists to 
bring readers closer to  the Master. Previously marginalised 
individuals are given ‘a room  of their ow n’ in fictionalised
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life-writing, bu t it is a room  in the house of the ‘great’ 
author all the same. As Richard W oodhead’s D r Clark says, 
“ [Stevenson’s] life story is likely to  be of m ore interest to 
the wider world than is m ine” (40). “A nd I knew then that 
the name of Funk would be rem em bered in future years 
simply because of my presence at Vailima on one day, 
M onday the 3rd of Decem ber 1894 [the day RLS died],” Dr 
Funk rem arks later (197). M odestine is discovered as the star 
attraction of the rewriting of Travels w ith  a Donkey, bu t only 
as a result of Stevenson’s creation of her as a mem orable 
character: Tam bour’s m ocking of the ‘great’ author-traveller 
is, thus, also a confirm ation of the ‘greatness’ of the writing 
of the original Travels. It is clear that this paradoxical de- 
and remythologising of authors deserves to  be studied 
m ore closely: it is the subject of the next chapter about the 
afterlife in fiction of O scar Wilde.
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THE BIOGRAPHICAL FICTION 
D ISCUSSED IN THIS C H A P TE R
Sabine Büssing’s L euch ttu rm  im  D schungel. R om an  
über das Leben des Schriftstellers Robert Louis Stevenson
(1999). Set in  Samoa, and narra ted  from  the perspective 
o f S tevenson’s wife Fanny, th is novel tells the sto ry  of 
how  the au th o r is revered by the Sam oans as the king 
sto ry teller ‘T usita la’, a creation tha t S tevenson finds 
increasingly difficult to  control.
A lex C apus’s Reisen im L ich t der Sterne. E ine V erm utung  
(2005). A  narrative tha t appears a com bination  of 
h isto ry  w riting and Stevenson biography. In the ‘h is to ry ’ 
chapters, the narrative explains how  a treasure of gold 
was once buried  on  the S ou th  Sea island o f Tafahi; 
the a lternating  parts, in  which Stevenson is a character, 
suggest tha t RLS financed his Sam oan ‘cou rt life’ w ith  the 
salvaged Tafahi gold.
A lberto  M anguel’s Stevenson U nder the Palm  Trees
(2002). A  novella tha t in troduces the Edinburgh 
m issionary M r Baker, a m urderer and arsonist who 
succeeds in  im plicating the unsuspecting Stevenson in his 
crimes. RLS is accused o f raping a teenage Sam oan girl by 
the island ’s inhabitants.
A n ton io  Tabucchi’s ‘Dream  of R obert Louis Stevenson, 
w riter and traveller’ (1999). A  short narrative in  a 
collection of dream s about historical authors, Tabucchi’s 
text describes how the 15-year-old Stevenson dream s of 
being transported , from  his hospital bed in Edinburgh and 
via the French m ountains, to  a faraway island. The natives 
o f this island bring Stevenson to  a gro tto  where he finds a 
book  about pirates.
A nna Tam bour’s ‘Travels with R obert Louis Stevenson 
in the Cevennes’ (2003). A  rewriting of Stevenson’s Travels 
w ith  a Donkey in the Cevennes (1879) which places the donkey 
of the original travel account, M odestine, in the position of 
narrator.
Richard W oodhead’s The Strange Case o f R .L . Stevenson 
(2001). A  narrative in which five historical physicians 
report on their treatm ent of and conversations with the 
consum ptive Stevenson at different periods in his life.

OSCAR WILDE:
THE VICTORIAN 
PAST AS A 
CONSTRUCT 
OF THE 
POSTMODERN 
PRESENT
To Floortje Geeraerts
O f  course poets m ade themselves sound 
exciting and  w onderful in their poems; the 
reality was bound to be different. It was 
unfair, really, tha t other sorts o f people 
were not written about so much.
Adam  Foulds,
The Q uickening M aze
(2009: 193)
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This chapter on the afterlife in fiction of Oscar 
W ilde (1854-1900) starts w ith the question how the 
characterisation of this historical author functions in the 
way the present constructs of the Victorian period in Great 
Britain as being antithetical to  the emancipated and sexually 
liberated late-twentieth and early-twenty-first centuries. The 
production of fiction about W ilde truly took  off after the 
1960s and witnessed an explosion in the years leading up to 
and following the start of the th ird  m illennium. The m ost 
recent texts differ from  earlier fictionalised life narratives 
in the perspectives they take on the key m om ent in W ilde’s 
life: the ‘gross indecency’ trials of 1895, which ended with a 
two-year prison sentence for the author.
The case study presented in the following pages will 
show how a past is constructed with contem porary 
concerns in mind: recent fictionalised life-writing about 
W ilde appears typically postm odern  in its focus on a 
cultural hero ’s fallibility and its special interest in the lives 
of individuals form erly delegated to  a marginal role in the 
‘great’ au th o r’s life story. Also, biographical fiction as it is 
w ritten and published today often uses a ‘great’ individual’s 
story as the context for the creation of characters that 
may be said to  belong to  m inority  groups in society; the 
dem ythologisation of an author like W ilde then contributes 
to  the em ancipation of previously forgotten figures. 
However, while biographical fiction’s choice for alternative 
perspectives in the writing of W ilde’s story allows for the 
rem em bering of neglected lives, the author and his work 
are sim ultaneously rem ythologised as ‘great’ in texts that 
reference W ilde’s own and continue to  confirm his status as 
the m etaphorical centre of stories.
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THE FASCINATION FOR THE 
V IC TORIA NS
Even though the cases of Henry James and Robert Louis 
Stevenson in fiction were selected for study because of the 
apparent fascination with nineteenth-century authors in 
contem porary biographical fiction, the significance of their 
being constructed as Victorians has not been explicitly 
addressed yet. As I have explained in my ‘Introduction’, 
writing in English of the late-twentieth and early-twenty- 
first centuries seems obsessed with the Victorians. Many 
best-selling novels of the past thirty  years, as well as a 
striking num ber of Booker Prize nominees, are either set 
in the mid- or late-nineteenth century or include characters 
who are in one way or another specifically interested in 
the Victorians. In fiction in English, the fascination for the 
Victorians is especially apparent in rewriting, which, in Julie 
Sanders’s words, “return[s] again and again to  the scene of 
the m id-nineteenth century for characters, plotlines, generic 
conventions, and narrative idiom  and style” (2005: 121). Non- 
fictional history writing about the period has been equally 
productive. A  book like A.N. W ilson’s The Victorians (2002) 
was such an instant success that it was quickly reproduced in 
an edited and abundantly illustrated version. It was followed 
by two sequels (in 2005 by A fter  the Victorians and in 2008 
by O ur Tim es), neither of which were popularised. There are 
books about almost any imaginable Victorian subject: the 
Victorian hom e (Flanders 2003), Victorian London (Picard 2005) 
and Victorian crime (O’Neill 2006).
The fascination for the Victorian Age does not only show 
in writing. M uch has been said about the popularity of recent 
TV  adaptations of Victorian fiction like Bleak House (Justin 
Chadwick and Susanna W hite, 2005), D aniel D eronda  (Tom 
Hooper, 2002) and Jekyll (written by Steven Moffat, 2007), as 
well as film productions of The Im portance o f Being Earnest
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(Oliver Parker, 2002), Nicolas Nickleby (Gouglas McGrath, 2002) 
and O liver Tw ist (Roman Polanski, 2005). The Q ueen herself 
was portrayed in Jean-Marc Vallee’s 2009 feature film The Young 
Victoria. In 2001, the BBC broadcast the W h a t the Victorians 
D id For U s series, while Jeremy Paxman presented a series about 
Victorian life in 2009 titled The Victorians: Britain Through the 
Paintings o f the Age. Last, the year 2007 saw the opening of a 
Charles Dickens them epark in Chatham, England.
The popularity of the Victorians as subjects for fictional as 
well as non-fictional writing, reflects the extraordinary interest in 
the nineteenth century of (British) culture at large -  hence, the 
title of John Kucich’s and Dianne Sadoff’s collection of essays 
on postm odern  products of V ictorian revivalism, Victorian  
A fterlife : Postmodern C ulture Rewrites the N ineteen th  Century
(2000). In the in troduction of their book, editors Kucich and 
Sadoff use the word “obsession” to  describe postm odern 
culture’s fascination for all things Victorian: “economic, 
psychosexual, technological, and political determ inants have 
joined in a matrix of forces that constitute late postmodernism’s 
obsession with the V ictorians” (xvii). They in terpret the 
fascination as a result of “postm odernism ’s privileging of 
the Victorian as its historical “o ther” ” (xi), implying that the 
contem porary rewriting of Victorian culture adds to  the 
construction of the Victorians as our own opposites.
Postm odernism  defines itself in relation to  an ‘o ther’, 
and, as is widely agreed, especially the o ther it creates in its 
incessant referencing of V ictorian culture. As has been noted 
by several historians and literary scholars, postm odernism ’s 
other is attributed qualities and characteristics that 
postm odernism  itself defines as undemocratic, immoral, 
hypocritical or politically incorrect. As Michael M ason 
phrases it in The M aking  o f Victorian Sexuality (1994), “ [i]n 
our culture the V ictorian age has a special place: m ore than 
any other era it awakens in us our capacities to  feel hostile 
towards a past way of life, to  perceive the past as alien,
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unenlightened, and silly” (1). The late-twentieth-century, 
M ason continues, views the pre- and the post-Victorian as 
being m odern like us: “Thus the Victorians emerge as oddly 
bracketed by the ‘m odern ’,” he says (4). O ur nineteenth- 
century other, then, is above all un-m odern.
In Inventing the Victorians (2001), his popular analysis 
of the demonising of the second half of the nineteenth 
century in the present, M atthew Sweet argues that the 
late-twentieth and the early-twenty-first centuries all 
too  easily cast the V ictorians as “racist” , “religiose” , 
“violent” , “m isogynist” , “royalist” and “puritanical”
(2002: xi). Especially in m atters of sexuality, “the Victorians 
are required to  play the villains” , he says (211). Sweet 
here follows M ason, who also emphasises that the word 
‘V ictorian’ “convey(s) the idea of m oral restrictiveness, 
a restrictiveness which necessarily and even primarily 
applies to  sex” (3). But it should no t be forgotten that “the 
nineteenth and tw entieth centuries are m ore united by their 
trem endous interest in sex, than they are divided by the 
‘repressive’ and ‘anti-repressive’ tu rns which m oral codes 
have taken in the two periods,” M ason adds (3).
Opposites attract: the present also seems to  recognise itself 
in Victorian culture. Perhaps, postm odernism  constructs the 
Victorian as its other as a consequence of the realisation that 
we are more similar in behaviour to  our nineteenth-century 
forbears than we would like to admit. The construction of 
the Victorian period by present-day culture may be explained 
by the recognition of that m om ent in history as a site of 
emergence, or as a “parent culture” -  a phrase used by Bruce 
W oodcock in his discussion of how a rewriting like Peter 
Carey’s Jack M aggs (1997) relates to  its nineteenth-century 
source text, Charles Dickens’s Q reat Expectations (Sanders 2005:
130). It is this thought that is also developed by Kucich and 
Sadoff and the authors of the essays in the book they edited. 
As they put it in Victorian A fter life ,
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Rewritings o f V ictorian culture have flourished, we believe, 
because the postmodern fetishizes notions o f cultural 
emergence, and because the nineteenth century provides 
m ultip le eligible sites for theorizing such emergence (xv).
[T]he network o f overdeterminations shaped by economics, 
sexuality, political, struggle, and  technological forms privileges 
the Victorians period as the site o f historical emergence 
through which postmodernism attem pts to th ink its own  
cultural identity (xxv).
The site of emergence argum ent is heard elsewhere as 
well. In Victoriana. Histories, Fictions, Criticism  (2007), Cora 
Kaplan explains the postm odern phenom enon of ‘Victoriana’ 
by stating that postm odernism  sees Victorian culture as 
anticipating its own m odernity: “Today ‘V ictoriana’ might 
usefully embrace the whole phenomenon, the astonishing range 
of representations and reproductions for which the Victorian 
-  whether as the origin of late twentieth century modernity, its 
antithesis, or bo th  at once -  is the com m on referent” (3).
Postm odern culture seems particularly interested in 
the V ictorians’ dealing w ith societal issues that dom inate 
politics and public debate in the present: emancipation, 
gender, m ulticulturalism , imperialism  and globalisation, to 
name but a few. To a large degree, contem porary concerns 
determ ine which perspectives are taken on Victorian culture 
in the rewriting of Victorian fiction and fictionalised 
life-writing about historical Victorians. So, the present’s 
referencing of V ictorian culture also contributes to  political 
discussions that typify the present day. In V ictoriana , Kaplan 
argues that the created contrast between the nineteenth 
century and the present tim e is exploited as “a foil for 
argum ents about culture and politics today” , even if this 
function of rewriting does no t detract “m odern  novelists” 
from  rediscovering the “joys of V ictorian literature” (106).
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THE REBIRTH OF OSCAR WILDE
Cora Kaplan’s notion of a “foil for arguments” is 
w orth applying to  recent biographical fiction about Oscar 
Wilde, many instances of which correct his late-Victorian 
contem poraries’ silencing of sexual deviants and expose 
the Victorians’ hypocritical attitude in, especially, sexual 
matters. ‘W ilde’ is a popular frame for texts that “invent” the 
Victorians as bigots, possibly because it is tempting to  see 
the Irish author as “one of the m ost celebrated and vilified 
victims of Victorian morality and hypocrisy” (Sammells 1997: 
391). Indeed, W ilde’s fall from grace after the trials of 1895 
lends itself to  textualisation from  a wide array of perspectives, 
even mutually exclusive ones. Matthew Sweet contends that, 
“ [o]bliging as a late-Victorian telegraph boy, Oscar W ilde 
will be anything you want him to be: Irish nationalist, 
postm odernist, socialist, socialite, pedagogue, paedophile, 
playwright, major-minor writer, a saint iconised on 
bookmarks, notelettes, calenders, T-shirts and fridge magnets. 
M ost of all, he is the locus for our anti-Victorianism” (227).
For some, it is too tempting to  see W ilde as a Victorian 
victim: in Oscar W ilde as a Character in Victorian Fiction 
(2007), Angela Kingston criticises literary and cultural critics 
for constructing W ilde “according to  the specific concerns 
of their individual fields” (9). “We m ust resist the m odern 
tendency to read W ilde with blinkered critical eyes, focusing 
solely on particular elements of his persona -  his Irishness, 
his socialism, his feminism, his homosexuality -  in order to 
establish and argue for his primary m otivation,” Kingston says 
(231). She is no t alone in thinking that the ‘real’ W ilde is at risk 
of being lost in postm odern culture’s insistent claiming of 
W ilde for contem porary causes. John Sloan also believes that, 
“ [t]here is an im portant difference between the real W ilde and 
the image of W ilde celebrated by consumerists and by some 
sexual and political sub-cultures” (2003: 190).
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W h at is certain  is that postm odern ism ’s creation 
o f O scar W ilde as a character in  fiction highlights the 
com plexities o f con tem porary  cu ltu re’s definition of 
the V ictorians as b o th  its o ther and its origin. He is the 
one “ figure who m ost em bodies ou r split consciousness 
about things V ic to rian ,” as Shelton W aldrep puts it (2000: 
52). W ilde has becom e a “m ythical extra-tem poral figure” 
(Sloan 2003: 191); a “period piece” (Waldrep 2000: 52) and a 
(post)m odern ist at the same time. As M atthew  Sweet 
observes, “we tend  to  see [Wilde] as a p ro to -m odern  
figure” (193): he has been awarded the status of “honorary  
M o d ern ” (227) by the century  tha t came after the 
V ictorians. Clearly, w ith W ilde, his being a V ictorian  or 
n o t is m uch m ore of an issue than  it is w ith H enry  James 
o r R obert Louis Stevenson. Biographical fiction, the art 
form  th rough  which the present prefers to  w rite W ilde, 
focuses on the late-V ictorian period precisely because it 
is then  capable o f problem atising received ideas o f the 
rela tionship  betw een postm odern ism  and its nineteenth- 
century  “parent cu ltu re” .
In this chapter, I will examine how O scar W ilde has 
come to  em body our “split consciousness about things 
V ic to rian” . I will deal w ith the consequences o f how a 
life like W ilde’s is always rem em bered w ith knowledge 
o f the present: to  that aim, I will study the challenging 
o f chronology as well as the use of anachronism s in 
biographical fiction. In an effort to  understand  the 
paradoxical nature  of fiction that rem ythologises 
h istorical au thors while presenting alternative 
perspectives on  their ‘greatness’, I will look m ore closely 
at the tension  betw een the em ancipation of m arginal 
figures, b o th  in  the story  o f W ilde and society in general, 
and they way in  which the w riting of these ind iv iduals’ 
lives depends on ‘W ilde’ for context.
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FICTIONALISING ‘WILDE'
Oscar W ilde’s status as an important nineteenth-century 
author and a late-Victorian cultural icon was established 
relatively recently. In her 2007 study of the appearance of 
Wildean characters in fiction by the author’s fin de siècle 
contemporaries, Angela Kingston writes that Rupert Hart- 
D avis’s publication of W ilde’s letters in 1962 marked a 
turning point in the twentieth-century appreciation of 
Wilde (7). She believes that the development o f gender 
theory and the rise o f queer studies have acted as spurs for 
the ever increasing interest in Wilde in the years following 
the 1960s. Kingston is supported in this view by John 
Sloan, who has said that, “ [t]he transformation of Wilde 
to support a variety o f radical agendas has been a striking 
feature of recent critical and theoretical revaluations o f his 
life and work. The portrait o f Wilde as homosexual martyr 
in the 1960s was brought into sharper focus in the 1980s by 
the rise o f gender criticism and ‘queer’ theory” (185). New 
theoretical insights have also encouraged the exploration of 
fictionalisation in the construction of Wilde as a character, 
Kingston suggests. In her opinion, late-twentieth and 
early-twenty-first-century biographical fiction imagines its 
subjects more freely than late-nineteenth-century texts: “ In 
considering the more recent works it is clear that, in the 
wake of poststructuralist theories undermining traditional 
conceptions o f truth and knowledge from the mid-1970s, 
Wilde fictionalizers generally take far greater liberties with 
their subject than their Victorian counterparts” (229).
Kingston and Sloan rightly state that Wilde and his 
literary works have become popular objects o f research 
for scholars working with gender and queer theory. The 
Wilde name has, indeed, acquired associations with (homo) 
sexuality and the challenging of (late-nineteenth-century) 
morality. Tellingly, o sc ar  Wilde is the “ lead character”
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(192) o f the chapters in Matthew Sweet’s Inventing the 
Victorians that deal with our culture’s preconceptions about 
Victorian sexuality: “ Since the 1960s, the story of his fall 
and martyrdom has been one of our favourite parables of 
Victorian intolerance, circulated in countless books, films 
and plays, and on tea towels and greeting 
cards,” Sweet says (192).37 I agree that 
there is a great deal to be said for the idea 
that contemporary culture’s invention 
o f the Victorians centres around the 
question o f sexuality.
The 1895 trials still affect Oscar 
W ilde’s reputation, albeit in a positive 
sense: erased from history shortly 
after the trials, Wilde is now regularly 
constructed as the hero, the true ‘winner’ of the court cases 
that led to his downfall. The cases and their aftermath -  the 
three-and-a-half years Oscar Wilde wandered the European 
continent -  would also prove of consequence for the 
writing of W ilde’s life story. Angela Kingston’s extensive list 
of fiction about Wilde from 1900 to 2007 provides proof 
of the fertility o f ‘W ilde’ as a subject for fictionalised life- 
writing. The list shows how the number of fictional texts in 
which Wilde is a character exploded in the final decade of 
the twentieth century (233-46). O f the 93 titles she mentions, 
43 are from the 1990-2007 period -  a remarkable number, 
considering the fact that the list covers 108 years in total. 
The overview of plays, (television) films, musicals and 
ballets provided by Robert Tanitch’s Oscar Wilde on Stage 
and Screen (1999) projects a similar picture: starting with 
Leslie and Sewell Stokes’s 1936 play Oscar Wilde, it lists 54 
titles, 20 o f which were first produced in the 1990s (20-77).
Kingston contests the claim of fellow-scholars such as 
Michael Seeney that Wilde was the unmentionable until 
thirty years after his death (3). In her view, there never was
37 Also, W ilde Is 
predom inantly 
discussed in re la tion to 
the 1895 tr ia ls  in Peter 
Gay's The Bourgeois 
Experience: Victoria, to 
Freud. See Gay 1986: 
202-3 and 1998: 131-6.
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a break in the fictionalisation o f W ilde’s life, either before 
or after his death. She reaches this conclusion on the basis 
o f a list that also includes texts that characterise Wilde 
under a different name. A s it is, it did take thirty years for 
Wilde to appear as a character with his historical name, 
a development that should not be overlooked, pointing, 
as it does, to the slow rehabilitation o f Wilde after the 
fateful trials. Also, as pointed out by Francesca Coppa, the 
earliest fictionalisations were all written on the European 
continent and in the United States (2008: 261), which may be 
an indication of the greater traumatic effect o f the Wilde 
trials in Britain.
It is also striking to see that, from the mid-1980s 
onwards, texts are more and more written from the 
perspective o f either historical individuals in the shadows 
of Wilde (his wife Constance, Aubrey Beardsley, John Gray, 
Robert Sherard), or that o f fictitious characters with a lower 
social status (the London rent boys, or the black valet who 
accompanied Wilde on his 1882 tour o f the United States). 
And, judging from Kingston’s overview, contemporary texts 
like to play with time and make Wilde the character appear 
in our present, or even the future. She lists the science 
fiction of Brian Stableford’s The Hunger and Ecstacy of 
Vampires (1996), ‘The Black Blood of the D ead’ (1997) and 
Architexts of Emortality (2000); C. Robert Holloway’s The 
Unauthorised Letters of Oscar Wilde (1997), in which Wilde 
and Holloway correspond with each other; Ravi Zacharias’s 
Sense and Sensuality (2002), a discussion between Wilde and 
Jesus Christ; and Robert Rankin’s “ time-travel story” The 
Witches of Chiswick (2003).
Merlin Holland’s Coffee with Oscar Wilde (2007), in 
which Wilde answers a twenty-first-century interviewer’s 
questions over a cup of coffee, seems a typical example 
o f the post-1980 construction of Wilde as a character in 
fiction. The time-travelling interview challenges chronology
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and the linear representation of time: towards the end of 
the text, Wilde asks his interviewer about his reputation 
in the new millennium, but begs for money barely a page 
later, as if he were still in Paris in 1899. Wilde reviews 
his life chronologically, but with the benefit of hindsight; 
when explaining events in his early life, he sometimes 
points forward to the 1895 trials and his fight with the law 
and interprets those events in the light of what was to be 
revealed about especially his sexuality years later.
Like most fiction about historical authors, Holland’s 
interview references W ilde’s own writing. Literal quotes find 
their way into the interviewee’s speech, but the dialogue 
evokes W ilde’s writing in other ways as well. A s Holland 
explains, his text “ boil[s] (...) ingredients up together so that 
they still have the flavour o f Wilde without always being 
instantly recognizable” (11). It even reads like drama, a form 
Wilde excelled at, with chapter headings like ‘The Last A ct’ 
(120). While it confirms the canonical status o f W ilde’s 
writing, Coffee with... is also critical o f the author in that it 
constructs him as a character with faults (the tendency to 
pose, his narcissist side) and pierces through smokescreens 
of witticisms.
PLAYING W ITH  TIME
With Merlin Holland’s conversation over coffee as one 
o f the clearest examples, the challenging of chronology 
in biographical fiction about Oscar Wilde does attract 
attention. More so than other authors from his period, 
Wilde is sometimes written through the use o f language 
and imagery that did not exist in his time. In addition, 
the character o f Wilde is subject to time-travelling in 
many examples o f biographical fiction: the postmodern 
present literally visits Wilde in the nineteenth century (as
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in Holland’s text), and, as shown, Wilde himself appears 
in meetings with characters from other periods in history 
than his own. Furthermore, the postmodern construction 
of Wilde as a late-twentieth-century and early-twenty- 
first-century contemporary (Matthew Sweet’s “ honorary 
m odern” ), is used as a contrast in the writing of the lives of 
other historical individuals.
Narrators are central to the play with time in 
fictionalisations o f W ilde’s life story, especially those 
who also appear in the text as characters: they have a 
crucial role in the creation of moments o f what I will 
call ‘anachronistic irony’, a term I will further explain 
and illustrate below. In recent biographical fiction about 
Wilde, the narrators who also appear as characters are 
either contemporaries o f Wilde or, in the case o f the 
fake memoirs and diaries, Wilde himself. The narrators 
are sometimes based on historical individuals, like 
Robert Sherard in Gyles Brandreth’s murder mysteries 
(2007-present) and the female palm reader in Neil Bartlett’s 
play In Extremis (2000). In other instances, the narrators 
are fictional characters, but contemporaries o f Wilde 
nevertheless: Dr M artin Frame in Clare Elfm an’s novel The 
Pederast’s Wife (2000) and the 16-year-old Adrian Mayfield 
in Floortje Zwigtman’s Een groene bloem trilogy (2005-10).
In any case, the narrators, historical or fictional, almost 
always tell their stories with knowledge of how things 
will end for Wilde. Robert Sherard narrates Brandreth’s 
murder mysteries from the perspective o f the 1930s, fully 
aware of what happened to Wilde, his wife, Alfred Douglas 
and many other characters after 1881-1891, the period in 
which the first three mysteries are set. And when Wilde 
reviews his own life in Merlin H olland’s Coffee with... and 
Peter Ackroyd’s The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde (1983), 
he does so with knowledge of the outcome of all the 
experiences he talks about.
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O f course, the many plays about Wilde do not have 
narrators. Special cases among these texts are Bartlett’s In 
Extremis and M oisés Kaufman’s Qross Indecency (1997), which 
do have ‘narrators’. In Extremis has a character who functions 
as a mediator between play and audience, a character who is 
both participant and observer to the unfolding story. Mrs 
Robinson, the woman who read W ilde’s palm on the eve of 
the trials, has the ability to look beyond Wilde’s downfall 
and death, like an omniscient narrator of a novel would. 
“That is why you’ve come, isn ’t it? To hear him. To hear 
what he really said,” she says to the audience in the opening 
lines of the play (15). “D o you remember how the people in 
his plays always -  oh, no, you can’t remember; you weren’t 
there,” she says towards its end (47). M rs Robinson knows 
W ilde’s reputation will eventually survive the scandals of 
1895, and concludes by saying that, when she read W ilde’s 
palm and predicted a triumph, she was right after all:
Now that both of us are dead, a  hundred years dead, 
nobody can ever say for certain what happened in that room 
on Mortimer Street, on the evening of the twenty fourth of 
March, 1895. So listen very carefully to what I am going to say; 
I told him I saw a  great triumph.
The ticking of a c lo c k .
Well, was I lying?
Slow fade to black (52).
Kaufman’s Qross Indecency is a play with as many as eight 
‘narrators’. These anonymous characters comment on what 
is being said by Wilde, Alfred Douglas, the M arquess of 
Queensberry and other players in the trials, but they do 
not take part in the proceedings themselves. Kaufman’s
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narrators add information that the other characters cannot 
provide, stuck as they are in their 1895 present. They quote 
from texts that had not been published at the time, and 
they tell the audience how its main characters survived 
the years after the trials. To give examples of both of the 
narrators’ roles: narrator 2 refers to H. Montgomery Hyde’s 
Lord Alfred Douglas (1984) during a cross-examination of 
Wilde by his counsel Sir Edward Clarke; and in the play’s 
‘Epilogue’, narrators 1, 2, 3 and 4 tell the audience what 
happened to Wilde, Bosie and the Marquess of Queensberry 
after 1895 (“ Narrator 1: By the year 1920, Oscar Wilde 
was, after Shakespeare, the most widely read English author 
in Europe” ). Francesca Coppa has called Qross Indecency 
“ theatrical hyperspace” (273) in reference to its challenging of 
the linear representation of time, which manifests itself in 
the commenting on the action by its narrators.
A  similar commentator function is attributed to the 
Chorus in Terry Eagleton’s play Saint Oscar (1989). At the 
start o f Act 1, it gives an outline of the “ tale o f a quare Irish 
bard” , indicating that Wilde will eventually be “ rott[ing] 
in Reading” (2004: 4). Dancing around the dying Wilde, the 
Chorus end the play with a song about ‘inversion’ in the 
late-twentieth century, something that is presented as having 
been started by Oscar Wilde in the late-nineteenth:
The babes kiss politicians and promise them the earth,
The women fill the boozers while the men are giving birth.
The duke leaves lipstick traces on the duchess’s moustache,
The beggars ride in limos while the bankers shovel trash.
So here’s a health to Oscar, here’s looking at you kid, 
When you see just what you started you’ll be proud of 
what you did.
There’s Prods and Papes together a-dancing in the street, 
The blind have got their eyesight and the cripples find 
their feet (55).
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In Eagleton’s play, the Chorus know more than the 
characters in the sense that, from the start, they have 
knowledge of where the Irish bard’s tale will end. It also 
claims Wilde as the start o f the overturning of typically 
twentieth-century societal ills or injustices. The Chorus’s 
song at the end literally portrays Wilde in twentieth-century 
terms, quoting the line “ here’s looking at you kid” from the 
1942 film Casablanca.
The quoting from, amongst other things, H.
Montgomery Hyde’s biography of Alfred Douglas in 
M oisés Kaufman’s Gross Indecency and the reference to 
Humphrey Bogart and Casablanca  in Terry Eagleton’s Saint 
Oscar are both examples o f anachronism in biographical 
fiction about Wilde. In Saint Oscar, Wilde is also heard 
using expletives in a manner more typical o f our age than 
his. He talks of “ cock[s]” and “ cunt[s]” (5), exclaims “ What 
bollocks” (16), and he ensures us that “ Fucking a woman 
has always struck [him] as so m e h o w , banal” (17). He does 
not “give a shit” about passion (17) and says that he would 
rather be “ some sweaty shite-shovelling peasant” than to 
have an “ incessant flow of insight” (16). In Jim Bartlett’s play 
Stephen &  Mr Wilde (1993), too, W ilde’s language appears 
rather unaesthetical at times in its use o f “ damned” (1994:
24), “ damn” (36) and “ damn it” (59).
The linear representation of time is further challenged 
in scenes in which Wilde time-travels. Merlin Holland’s 
Coffee with Oscar Wilde is a remarkable text in this respect.
In Holland’s interview or conversation, Wilde is questioned 
about late-twentieth and early-twenty-first-century opinions 
of his work and his life. Wilde is asked if he is happy that 
“ we” , contemporaries o f the interviewer, still see him as the 
dandy of the photographs o f the 1882 American lecture 
tour. “ Well, I dare say it’s the nearest I shall come to being 
Dorian Gray, even if it’s only in the public imagination,” he 
answers (57). Further on, talking about the 1895 trials, the
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interviewer has Wilde comment on the statement that, 
“ [f]rom where we stand today, it looks as though the English 
establishment was determined to make a spectacle o f you” 
(100). Naturally, Wilde cannot know, or be told, where we 
stand today. Halfway through their conversation, Wilde 
urges the interviewer to stop applying the standards o f the 
early-twenty-first century to his age (60).
Oscar Wilde the character time-travels in Peter Ackroyd’s 
1990 scholarly biography of Charles Dickens, which includes 
another fictionalised conversation, in this case one between 
Dickens, Wilde, Thomas Chatterton and T.S. Eliot -  literary 
icons who could not have possibly conversed in real life 
(450-5). The four authors are aware of each other’s work, with 
Dickens referring to Eliot’s Four Quartets (452), a poem that 
was only published in its entirety more than 70 years after 
Dickens’ death. Wilde is here portrayed in relation to the 
others -  and vice versa. While Wilde and Dickens never met 
in reality, the contrast between either author’s personality, 
as created by Ackroyd’s anachronistic text, adds to the 
characterisation of both. Wilde’s wit is even sharper when 
contrasted with Dickens’ seriousness; and, in turn, Dickens’s 
poetics, the subject o f the conversation, seem naive in the 
context of what especially Wilde and Eliot contribute to the 
conversation. Wilde is textualised with Eliot and Chatterton 
as a kind of combined opposite to Dickens:
Dickens. So there is no great world. N o thriving concours of 
reality. Is that what you all firmly believe?
Chatterton. How do we know what we believe? Is the truest 
poetry the most feigning, after all?
Eliot. The truest poetry is that which is closest to prayer. 
Wilde. There is no truth.
Dickens. I do not understand you. I do not understand any of you. 
Wilde, Eliot and Chatterton. (Together.) O f course you do. 
You are part of us. O f me (455).
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In Ackroyd’s text, Wilde is what he is in relation to, 
especially, T.S. Eliot and Thomas Chatterton. Conversely, he 
is what Dickens is not.
Another instance of the anachronistic contrasting of 
personalities in life-writing may be found in Tom Stoppard’s 
play about the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century 
poet Alfred Edward Housman (1859-1936), The Invention 
of Love (1997). A  contemporary of Wilde, Housman only 
started to publish the poetry for which he is known best 
after Wilde’s fall from grace in 1895. In the play, the exiled 
Wilde is reading Housman’s 1896 collection of poems, A  
Shropshire Lad. Shortly before the end of Stoppard’s play 
the character ‘A EH ’, the the Housman of the 1930s, finally 
gets to talk to Oscar Wilde, the man who has been referred 
to at least six times in the play (15, 35, 47, 57, 83 and 88), but only 
makes his first appearance here. Wilde is about to be rowed 
across the Styx when he and AEH, who calls Wilde’s life “ a 
chronological error” (96), discuss the poetry of A  Shropshire 
L ad , art in general, Bosie, love and the betrayal of oneself.
The moment Wilde leaves him for the other world, AEH, in 
full anachronistic fashion, meets ‘Housman’, his younger self.
In this final part o f the play, A.E. Housman is written in 
contrast to Oscar Wilde, both as an artist and as a homosexual. 
As is the case in Peter Ackroyd’s Dickens biography, the contrast 
is a construct of Stoppard’s text. The following lines from 
Wilde’s and Housman’s conversation, which have a humorous 
effect similar to that of Ackroyd’s meeting of four ‘great’ minds, 
characterise both men in a compact and memorable way:
Wilde (...) I lived at the turning point of the world where 
everything was waking up new — the New Drama, the New 
Novel, New Journalism, New Hedonism, New Paganism, even 
the New Woman. Where were you when all this was happening?
AEH At home (96-7).
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Next to Wilde, Housman comes across as timid and 
dull. Ironically, the 1930s AEH is made to appear decidedly 
less modern than the 1890s Wilde -  or, at least, less o f a 
twentieth-century man. In the play, AEH stresses that, he 
“ was a Victorian poet, don ’t forget” (89), while Wilde says 
that he “made art a philosophy that can look the twentieth 
century in the eye” (96). The play’s portrayal o f Housman 
as, amongst other things, the antithesis o f Wilde, could only 
have been achieved through an anachronistic approach to 
the representation of time.
In the concluding scenes o f Stoppard’s play, A.E. 
Housman is constructed as a character by being contrasted 
with a Wilde textualised by our postmodern present. If it is 
true that the late-twentieth century typically writes Wilde as 
the other o f its invented victorians, then Housman is actually 
written in contrast to a view of (homo)sexuality privileged 
by postmodern culture. The contemporary construction of 
Wilde is made to function in texts as the opposite of what 
the present commonly perceives o f as sexually repressed 
or emotionally inhibited Victorians. ‘Wilde’ fulfills that 
function in some of the fictionalised life-writing about Henry 
James as well. As the biographical fiction about the sexually 
ambiguous James mainly deals with the 1890s and beyond, it 
is inevitable that the Wilde case is referred to in fictionalised 
biographical narratives about the American author.
In Colm Toibin’s The Master (2004), James goes to see a 
performance of Wilde’s An Ideal Husband on the opening 
night o f his own play, Quy Domville. Contrary to what the 
rest of the audience thinks, James finds An Ideal Husband 
“ feeble” , “vulgar” , and “not a moment true” (16). He is 
consoled when Wilde, “ loud and large and Irish” , does not 
make an appearance himself. Returning to the premiere of 
Quy Domville, James discovers that where Wilde triumphed, 
he failed: the majority of his audience even boo the author 
off stage. James and Wilde are symbolically contrasted as
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authors here: while Wilde’s witty play is a runaway success 
with a large audience, Jam es’s falls flat precisely because it 
fails to connect with the general public. Wilde’s witticisms 
and charm are great entertainment; James, eager to sell, but 
averse to selling out, simply bores. Further on in Toibin’s 
novel, in a conversation with his friend Edmund Gosse,
Wilde is touched upon again, and this time in relation to 
the 1895 trials. But the more the conversation closes in on 
Wilde’s alleged homosexual activities, the more cautious 
James becomes in reacting to the frontpage news stories about 
rent boys, bribes and accusations of sodomy. James does not 
want to be associated with this particular Wilde in any way:
‘(■■■) It appears there is a  list of those who rented these boys.’ 
Henry noticed that Qosse was watching him, waiting for his 
response.
‘It’s a  dreadful business,’ he said.
‘Yes, a  list,’ Qosse said, as though Henry had not spoken (73).
‘It is advised, I think, that anyone who has been, as it were, 
compromised should arrange to travel as soon as possible. 
London is a  large city and much can go on here quietly and 
secretly, but now the secrecy has been shattered.’
Henry stood up and went to the bookcase between the windows 
and studied the books.
‘I wondered if you, if p e r h a p s . ’ Qosse began.
‘N o.’ Henry turned sharply. ‘You do not wonder. There is 
nothing to wonder about’ (77).
Joyce Carol Oates’s short story ‘The Master at St 
Bartholomew’s ’ (2008) is more hostile in its portrayal of James. 
By suggesting early on that James was a “ coward” for not 
participating as a soldier in the American Civil War (151), it sets 
up its construction of the older James as a closet homosexual. 
In Oates’s story, James finds himself attracted to the wounded
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and shell-schocked soldier boys he nurses on their return from 
the Western front in the First World War, and it is implied 
that the attraction is also sexual. In the middle of a description 
of Jam es’s addiction to the tending of “ the young” and “ their 
young bodies” , readers learn that James once “ primly refused 
to sign a petition to alleviate the harsh condition of W ilde’s 
prison sentence” (164). Suddenly, James the “ prim” hypocrite 
is on the side of the Victorians who sent down Wilde in 1895. 
Values have changed in the century after Wilde, and James 
seems to be held accountable for his behaviour on the basis of 
the present interpretation of the Wilde case, which places the 
Irish author in the role o f the triumphant.
The Wilde case becomes a true test case: others, like A.E. 
Housman and Henry James, are hypocritical or courageous, 
depending on their reactions to Wilde and the fight for the 
liberation of homosexuals his story is considered to symbolise. 
In A.S. Byatt’s The Children’s Book (2009), which starts a month 
after the trials of 1895, characters respond very differently to 
the beggar-like, post-prison Wilde they stumble across while 
visiting the museums and galleries o f Paris. Main character 
Humphry Wellwood walks up to Wilde to say goodmorning 
to him: “He has paid a terrible price, and it is paid,” Humphry 
says. His wife, the author Olive, loves her husband for taking 
risks like this, but she “ [does] not go with him” (270). The 
children from the title of Byatt’s novel “ [do] not like the idea 
o f W ilde” , and “ [want] nothing to do” with him (270). The 
short scene from The Children’s Book gives an insight into the 
personalities of the characters by showing how they respond 
to Wilde as the personification of the lowest o f the low.
Biographical fiction can write the life o f an historical 
individual by contrasting a constructed portrait with that 
o f someone who was not even a contemporary of the 
subject. However, anachronisms are not exclusively found in 
fictionalised life-writing, but also in scholarly biographies. It is 
one of those aspects of life-writing in which scholarly biography
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and biographical fiction differ in degree. The application of 
the Jekyll and Hyde metaphor to Robert Louis Stevenson’s 
father in Claire Harman’s 2005 Stevenson biography (2006:
14), mentioned in the previous chapter, is one example of 
anachronism in biography; the use o f quotations from a 
subject’s own writing in titles o f chapters that deal with the 
subject’s early life is another. The first two chapters of Richard 
Ellman’s 1987 biography of Wilde start with quotations from 
The Importance of Being Earnest and tell the story of W ilde’s 
early life while turning a play from 1895 into an intertext.
Consider the cover o f the 2004 paperback edition of Neil 
McKenna’s biography of Oscar Wilde that specifically deals 
with his sex life, The Secret Life of Oscar Wilde (2003). On its 
front and back, it displays pictures o f Wilde as a Pop Art 
icon, with blue eyeliner and red lipstick, very much like Andy 
W arhol’s brightly-coloured screen prints of Marilyn Monroe 
(1962). O f course, nobody would have thought o f Wilde as a 
Warholian Factory girl in the 1890s: the imagery did not exist 
yet, neither would a contemporary of Wilde have ‘queered’ 
him by adding eyeliner and lipstick to portraits of the author. 
However, by alluding to these specific, collectively remembered 
images of late-twentieth-century pop culture, the biography’s 
cover encourages readers to view Wilde in relation to 
contemporary conceptions of effeminacy and gender bending. 
It is likely that McKenna’s cover will prompt readers familiar 
with Warhol’s art to read the Wilde story in the context of the 
sexual revolution of the 1960s and think of the nineteenth- 
century ‘Uranian’ as a twentieth-century gay 
38 M cKenna consistently man.38 The biography’s blurb, a quote from 
uses 'U ranian' instead The Pink Paper, even refers to the book as 
of, fo r instance, “ Sex, drugs and rock ‘n ’ roll in a smoking
'homosexual'. jacket” . Conspicuously anachronistic,
it is a fitting cover for a biography that 
looks at its nineteenth-century subject from a typically late- 
twentieth and early-twenty-first-century perspective.
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HINTING AT THINGS TO COME
A s a result o f its anachronistic approach to the 
construction of Oscar Wilde as a character, contemporary 
biographical fiction set before 1895 abounds in scenes, 
characters’ speeches and puns that point to future events. 
M oments o f anachronistic irony occur when characters 
in texts that challenge chronology do or say things that 
will only be understood as being prophetic by the readers 
o f these texts. A  narrator who relates with hindsight 
may drop hints about W ilde’s later life when telling the 
story o f the 1882 American lecture tour, hints that will 
only be picked up by the reader o f that specific narrative. 
Wilde himself may do or say things that will strike a 
reader familiar with the story of his life as heavily ironic. 
When, in the conversation with Chatterton, Dickens and 
Eliot in Peter Ackroyd’s Dickens biography, Wilde says 
that, “ There is nothing like self-revelation to seal one’s 
fate” (451), it is hard not to read his line as a reference to 
the trials and their outcome, even if he is offering it as a 
general truth about fame and the life o f an artist. In Merlin 
H olland’s Coffee with. , Wilde remembers having said 
in the past that, “ (...) one day [he]’d like nothing better 
in later life than to go down in posterity as the defendant 
in a court case. Regina versus Wilde” (36). The younger 
Wilde, who, apparently, said this, could not have known 
that he would eventually end up defending himself in 
a case with the Crown as the prosecutor. W hen the old 
Wilde describes his leaving Oxford without a degree in 
the 1870s and remarks that, “ [i]t wasn’t the first time I got 
into trouble for telling the truth,” H olland’s readers will 
understand when the next time would be.
In the biographical fiction set in the years preceding the 
events o f 1895 to 1900, Oscar Wilde the character often 
refers to his later downfall without realising it. In Louis
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Edwards’s novel about W ilde’s tour o f the United States, 
Oscar Wilde Discovers America (2003), the 27-year-old Wilde 
speaks prophetic words when he concludes a reflection on 
notoriety by saying that,
The price one pays for fame is one’s obscurity — a  seemingly 
worthless commodity because it is of true value only to the 
notorious, who, alas, have no real access to it. Today I know 
this (...) Not that I flatter myself by saying that today I have 
truly achieved notoriety. I have not. After all, one must reserve 
some accomplishments for one’s later years (46).
In Edwards’s novel, ironic references like these build up 
to a pattern that reaches a dramatic high in its penultimate 
chapter, the one in which Wilde kisses his American 
valet. In the course o f the story, Wilde and his valet meet 
Jefferson Davis, who warns Wilde for “ accepting [the] 
position of leader of a controversial movement.” “ I do 
not wish to alarm you unduly,” Davis says to Wilde, “ but 
there it is. I was imprisoned for two years, you know. Two 
horrible y e a r s .  For crimes unnamed, unknown” (194). 
Readers who know about W ilde’s two-year sentence for 
“ the Love that dare not speak its name” will find D avis’s 
words particularly ironic. Davis continues: “ What law 
exists that justly denies rebellion against tyranny? Is prison 
really the proper place for those with whom one has moral 
and philosophical differences? Where is the crime in 
following the lead of one’s heart?” Davis is talking about 
the American Civil War and his own experiences with the 
law here, but for those with knowledge of how W ilde’s 
life would develop after 1882, they read like a comment 
on the trials o f 1895 and W ilde’s love for Alfred Douglas. 
Edwards’s text here manages to apply Davis’s words to 
the Wilde case without accounting for the suggested 
connection. “As your movement develops, you may one day
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find yourself in a position similar to my own. Be careful,
I tell you,” Davis tells Wilde (194). After a scene like this, 
certain remarks made by Wilde take on even more weight.
“ I am destined for darkness,” Wilde observes when he later 
remembers the visit to Davis (250). He says he knows he will 
spend the rest o f his life in the pursuit o f tragedy. And he 
knows, too, that, “ for [him] somehow tragedy and love [will] 
forever be wed” (251).
Gyles Brandreth’s murder mysteries seem to delight in 
including references to the trials. Set in the early 1890s, 
they portray Wilde as a Sherlock Holmes-like private eye, 
outwitting the other characters in the books -  including 
Arthur Conan Doyle -  in spotting clues to crimes. The 
greatest mystery of all is Wilde himself, and part o f the 
attraction of Brandreth’s rewriting of Conan Doyle’s 
detective stories is that they encourage the readers o f his 
series to read for clues to the solving of Wilde’s mystery.
In the first part, Oscar Wilde and the Candlelight Murders 
(2007), Wilde constantly drops hints at things to come. 
“ ‘They say each man kills the thing he l o v e s . ’” , Wilde says 
to narrator Robert Sherard in 1889 (216), quoting the most 
famous line from a poem he would only write years later. 
And when he remarks to another character that, “we despise 
the most what we love the most. And we despise ourselves 
for loving (...) those we know to be unworthy of our love” 
(234), it is logical to think of the magnetism between Wilde 
and his lover. Lecturing Inspector Aidan Fraser on the 
mysteriousness o f personality, Wilde sounds as if he is in 
the witness stand already, defending his own behaviour:
A  man cannot always be estimated by what he does. He may 
keep the law and yet be worthless. He may break the law and 
yet be fine. He may be bad, without ever doing anything bad. 
He may commit a  sin against society, and yet realise through 
that sin his own perfection (256).
184
Part two, Oscar Wilde and the Ring of Death (2008), 
continues the clue spotting game of The Candlelight Murders. 
No less than six times in this novel, Wilde tells the other 
characters that “we all have our secrets” (107, 114, 124, 150, 227 
and 355), while in Oscar Wilde and the Dead M an ’s Smile (2009), 
the third part of the series, Wilde is asked rather often about 
secrets as well (60, 324, 335, 336 and 337). O f course, Brandreth’s 
readers know what Wilde’s own secrets are. The same goes 
for observations about the law and lawyers: when, in part 
two, Wilde says that he is “wary of lawyers” (380), the novel’s 
readers will recognise this statement as a reference to the 
cases of 1895. At the end of part three, when Wilde explains 
to the police how he solved that novel’s murders, Robert 
Sherard thinks Wilde would make a good barrister at the Old 
Bailey (316), the site of the later trials. Everything hints at the 
1895 period, even in a murder mystery set in 1883. Wilde 
says that he hopes that his “grandchildren don’t decide to 
change their name,” which they would as a consequence of 
Wilde’s excommunication (389). He visits Reading Gaol in 
this third novel, where another character says to him, “ I don’t 
know how history will mark you down, M r Wilde” (229), 
but, o f course, we do, reading Brandreth’s mysteries more 
than a hundred years later. Exchanging witticisms and good 
quotes with police officer Félix Malthus, the latter comes up 
with: “ ‘And it is too late to reprieve a man when the blade has 
fallen.’” Wilde responds by asking if the line is Napoleon’s, 
M althus’s hero. “ ‘It can be yours in due course, M r Wilde,’” 
the policeman replies (326). Again, who would not think of the 
ostracised Wilde of 1895-1900 here?
The tendency of biographical texts to point forward to 
the 1895 trials and their aftermath in their construction of 
Oscar W ilde’s life story influences the way in which the 
author will be remembered. The examples o f anachronistic 
irony in the fictionalised narratives always involve references 
to Wilde the homosexual, the love affair with Alfred ‘Bosie’
185
Douglas and W ilde’s conviction for gross indecency. The 
narrative techniques employed to construct Wilde as the 
other o f the Victorians add to his making as “ always-already 
queer” (Si nfi e l d 1994: 2-3). If readers cannot see Wilde without 
being reminded of what he would end up like in the 1895­
1900 years o f his life, they are very likely to remember 
Wilde -  all Wildes -  as Wilde the homosexual. Thus, the 
fiction also makes it seem that W ilde’s life was meant to end 
the way it did, suggesting that Wilde was doomed from the 
moment go, or, at least, that everything that happened in his 
earlier life prepared him for his relationship with Bosie and 
the tragedy of the trials.
Successive texts contribute to the creation of the later, 
1890s Wilde as the Wilde. If texts set in the 1881-3 period 
manage to evoke the Wilde of 1895-1900 through their 
moments o f anachronistic irony, then the construction 
of the latter produces one single Wilde ‘for all ages’. In 
Brandreth’s Oscar Wilde and the Dead M an ’s Smile, for 
instance, the Wilde of 1881 is as clever, witty and world-wise 
as the older Wilde we meet in the other two parts o f the 
murder mysteries. Wilde the character does not develop in 
these novels: in 1881, he is recognisably Wildean, as defined 
by what we know of the man from especially the 1890s 
period. The portrait o f the 1881 Wilde is in agreement with 
collectively remembered images o f the man from the 1895­
1900 years, and, o f course, with W ilde’s writing from the 
later phase o f his career, as his speech is littered with lines 
that would not have seemed out o f place in W ilde’s well­
loved 1890s plays. In Brandreth’s texts, there is one Oscar 
Wilde, an “ extra-temporal” character who acts the same in 
scenes set in different decades.
Anachronistic irony is an important element of 
biographical fiction’s construction of Wilde as always- 
already queer. It reminds readers of the trials at all times 
in the various narratives, and of Wilde’s role as winner of
186
the confrontation between the Victorians’ view on sex and 
morality and that of the more modern twentieth century. For 
Wilde to be our hero, he is to be constructed as a character 
we can sympathise with in the present, as a human being 
instead of a god-like ‘great’ man. There is a persistent interest 
in intimate details about Wilde’s private life and his sexuality 
in fictionalised life-writing, but also in the less commendable 
aspects of his personality and his far from heroic actions.
DEMYTHOLOGISING THE A U TH O R
The blurb of the 2001 paperback edition of H. 
Montgomery Hyde’s biography of Oscar Wilde (originally 
published in 1976) tells prospective buyers o f the book that 
it “ examines both sides of Wilde’s life: the artistic genius 
who gave us The Importance of Being Earnest and The Picture 
of Dorian Qray and the man who visited male prostitutes and 
was preoccupied with sin” . Apparently, one important aspect 
o f the fascination of Wilde’s story is the fact that it had two 
sides -  sides that are often perceived as being contradictory. 
The implication is that Wilde is especially interesting as a 
consequence of his being an artistic genius and a great sinner 
at the same time. The story of Wilde’s disgrace continues 
to pose the question of how a literary figure o f Wilde’s 
standing allowed himself to be lured into situations that spelt 
his downfall in capital letters. But, of course, the thinking 
in sides, as well as the perception that genius and sin are 
irreconcilable, are interpretations of this particular biography. 
The same is true for the division of Wilde’s life story into 
three parts: the period leading up to the trials, the trials 
themselves, and Wilde’s final years in exile. Hyde’s opposing 
o f genius and sin does provide an aesthetically pleasing, cyclic 
structure to the life story produced by his biography, which is 
threefold: ‘Success’, ‘Nemesis’ and ‘Full Circle’.
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Adding further credence to the assumption that a life 
is always written in relation to other, earlier texts, Hyde’s 
dividing of Wilde’s life in a pre- and a post-1895 period is 
found in texts that precede as well as succeed his. According 
to Francesca Coppa, the dividing of Wilde’s life into three 
acts by Leslie and Sewell Stokes’s 1936 dramatisation of it 
“ [laid] out the template that many later biographical dramas 
would follow” (2008: 262). It should be added that the template 
was equally followed by scholarly biographies like Hyde’s 
and Richard Ellmann’s (1987), the latter of which divides the 
story it writes into ‘Beginnings’, Advances’, ‘Exaltations’, 
‘Disgrace’ and ‘Exile’. This goes to show how in life-writing 
non-fictional (Hyde’s, Ellmann’s) and
fictional (the Stokes’s) texts interact.39 39 It cannot be a
Recent biographical fiction about coincidence that
Oscar Wilde generally adopts the division there is a detective 
o f W ilde’s life story into periods before called Brandreth ir
and after 1895. Taking that division for F loortje  Zw igtm an's
granted, it focuses on the ‘after’ more Spiegeljongen (2010)
so than on the ‘before’ -  on ‘N em esis’ , either.
rather than on ‘Success’. Earlier periods in 
W ilde’s life are often textualised as having meaning for the 
years surrounding the trials. The preference for the trials 
and their aftermath as settings for fictionalised writing 
about Wilde is explained by our present’s fascination for 
the private lives o f the ‘great’ and for ‘honest’ portrayals 
o f non-normative life styles and sexuality. One can hardly 
get more private than with a ‘great’ author who has been 
publicly knocked off his pedestal as a result o f grossly 
indecent behaviour.
contem porary biographical fiction, written after the 
sexual revolution of the 1960s and the emancipatory 
movements o f the late-twentieth century, constructs its 
subjects warts and all. In order to create a maximally 
authentic portrait o f its subjects, fictionalised biographical
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narratives reveal hidden lives in none too euphemistic 
descriptions of the body and its functions, sex, (mental) 
disease and addiction -  a trend that can also be discerned 
in the rewriting of Victorian fiction or so-called ‘neo- 
Victorian’ literature like Michel Faber’s and Sarah W aters’s. 
Like rewriting and neo-Victorian fiction, life narratives 
about nineteenth-century authors often makes “ explicit 
what can often only exist as the subtextual or implied in 
Victorian fiction” (Sanders 2005: 137).
There are plenty of intimate, and most often not very 
flattering details in the novels and plays about Oscar 
Wilde. His appearance is frequently contrasted with his 
reputation before May 1895: when Adrian Mayfield, the 
fictional main character o f Floortje Zwigtman’s Een groene 
bloem, gets to meet Wilde, the man who is idolised by his 
circle o f acolytes strikes him as outright
40 Adrian lite ra lly  says, “ugly” (2006: 154).40 Wilde, with his dry 
"God, how ugly you are!" hair and skin the colour o f a Cheshire 
["God, ben jij even lelijk!"] cheese, simply “ disappoints” Adrian. In 
the first part of Gyles Brandreth’s murder 
mysteries, Wilde is heard snoring while asleep (260), and part 
three refers to his “ excess weight” , “ discolouration of his 
teeth” , and “ putty-like skin” (342). Clare Elfman’s novel The 
Case of the Pederast’s Wife (2000) describes the pus-leaking ear 
of the dying Wilde in gruesome detail, not to mention his 
bedpan and its contents. And when Wilde makes a cameo 
appearance in A.S. Byatt’s The Children’s Book, he does so 
as the continent-wandering outcast. In the eyes o f Byatt’s 
characters, Wilde, the “great sinner” , is “ shabby, with greasy 
long locks” (270). He looks “ appalling” to them, with his skin 
“ covered with angry red blotches” . He has bad teeth -  “His 
mouth itself is a Gate of Hell” -  and smells “horrible” (271).
If (dying) bodies are represented in ways no Victorian 
novelist or biographer would ever have thought of doing, 
the explicit depiction of sex is an even more obvious marker
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of the contemporary perspective of these texts. In Peter 
Ackroyd’s The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde, Wilde, dying 
and nothing left to lose, talks openly about his exploration 
of London backstreets, alleys and brothels in search of 
sex. Explaining how he “grew skilled in the ways of vice”
(108), Wilde lists the places he visited and details what he 
did with the boys he found there without the restraint you 
would perhaps expect from someone writing in 1900. In 
Floortje Zwigtman’s Schijnbewegingen (2005), Adrian Mayfield 
is described, also very explicitly, as masturbating while 
fantasising about another man (2006: 60). A  masturbating 
16-year-old having homosexual fantasies is hardly the kind 
of character to come to mind when thinking of the typical 
Victorian novel, a form that Zwigtman does imitate in her 
book, let alone one aimed at minors, which Zwigtman’s text is.
Descriptions o f W ilde’s far from god-like appearance 
contribute to the demythologisation of his personality, but 
the emphasis on a hero’s unattractive sides also manifests 
itself in the criticism of W ilde’s personality and behaviour 
voiced by the other characters in the novels and plays about 
his life. In Neil Bartlett’s In Extremis, the time-travelling 
palmist M rs Robinson reads the author’s personality in the 
lines o f his hand:
Mr Wilde, please listen very carefully to what I am going to say.
I see no cancer, madness, death by drowing or violent death by
accident in your hand.
You are too impulsive in your enthusiasms.
You feel deeply the appeal of the material.
You have no fondness for outdoor life.
You have a  desire to obtain pleasure and amusement at any
cost or hazard.
I see great ability. Arrogance.
Steadfastness.
Notoriety (29-30).
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M rs Robinson’s portrait is hardly a compliment. She 
later adds that she thinks Wilde is “ vain” and that he 
“ wear[s] a m ask” (33).
The humbling experience of life in prison marks the 
turning point in W ilde’s assessment of his own personality, 
his art, morals and his treatment o f other people. In 
Ackroyd’s fictionalised diary, Wilde admits that he 
undertook the American lecture tour of 1882 primarily for 
financial gain (1993: 52), that dandyism and the championing 
o f aestheticism were façades behind which he concealed 
his true self (49), that his love of “ fame and sensation” was 
always more intense than his love of art (66), that he made 
“ a philosophy out o f insincerity” (89), played a part with 
the people he loved and loved him (91 ) and that he lived a 
“ double life (...) in the shadows of London” (109).
The dialogue in Merlin Holland’s Coffee with... appears 
a conversation between the best o f friends or even family: 
the interviewer knows Wilde and his story inside out and 
he does not refrain from telling him
41 M erlin Holland is Oscar where it is at.41 When discussing the 
W ilde's grandson. adoration of fans during the lecture tour
of the States, Wilde switches to his famous 
conversational style and says, “Another, whose hair was 
brown, sent locks of his own hair to the young ladies who 
wrote asking for mine. He rapidly became bald. As a lover of 
virtuous obscurity, you can imagine how much I disliked all 
the lionizing” . The interviewer answers, heavily ironical: “ Oh, 
yes, naturally -  a terrible ordeal for you, I’m sure” (53). When 
the attraction of Wilde’s wife constance is touched upon, 
the poet and playwright remembers her “wonderful ivory 
hands” and how they “ drew music from the piano so sweet 
that the birds stopped singing to listen to her,” prompting 
the interviewer to cynically respond, “ [h]ow very romantic 
(...) And a dowry, an inheritance, her prospects never crossed 
your mind?” (59-60) As for the blackmailing of Wilde prior
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to the 1895 trials, the author confesses that he “was horrified 
by all that they’d discovered -  extorted, more probably, 
by bribery and threats of prosecution -  from the young 
blackmailers and rent boys” . What the blackmailers and boys 
said was not all true: “ It was the truth that one buys for 30 
pieces of silver,” Wilde adds, to which the interviewer, again, 
rather cynically replies, “ [o]bviously more effective than the 
silence one buys with silver cigarette cases [which Wilde was 
in the habit of presenting to beautiful boys]” (89-90). Next to 
these none too subtle jibes, the “ frivolous” Wilde is told to 
be serious for once about “ one of the turning points in [his] 
life” (97), the trials of 1895. Finally, the attitude that led to his 
downfall is characterised as “ pretty self-centred” (131).
Fictionalised life-writing may voice criticism of Oscar 
Wilde through the character of Wilde himself, or outsider 
characters who have nothing to lose as challengers of his status 
as cultural hero. Whenever Wilde looks back on his life, as in 
Ackroyd’s The Last Testament and Holland’s Coffee with..., he 
is allowed to be as critical of his own character and conduct as 
he pleases. Because it is Wilde himself talking, words that put 
past actions into perspective gain more credibility as well. It is 
a fertile trick of fictionalised autobiographical writing to make 
main characters comment on their far from finest moments, 
even if the characters are constructs of this writing in the first 
place. Ackroyd’s and Holland’s texts avoid taking an uncritical 
stance on Wilde and ‘ 1895’ by creating a character who can 
review his own life from a distance.
REMYTHOLOGISING THE A U TH O R
Oscar Wilde may be portrayed as arrogant, vain, mask- 
wearing and self-centred in the fiction about his life, the 
deconstruction of the image of the god-like ‘great’ author 
coincides with a confirmation of the canonical status of
192
especially the author’s work. The dynamics of biographical 
fiction’s simultaneous de- and remythologising of authors 
is most obviously visible in a text’s writing of a ‘great’ 
author’s life and the ‘minor’ lives lived in his shadow. As 
I will demonstrate, the writing of the minor lives and the 
construction of subsidiary characters is inextricably connected 
to that of the ‘great’ life and, so, inevitably contributes to the 
mythologisation of the author and his work.
In the ‘Acknowledgements’ section of the second part 
of his murder mysteries, Gyles Brandreth writes that he 
hopes that his portrait of Oscar Wilde is accurate: “ if you 
spot any errors do please write to tell me,” he asks his 
readers (393). Clearly, it is not as important to him that his 
portraits o f the other people in W ilde’s life are accurate. 
Brandreth also thanks W ilde’s grandson Merlin Holland 
for pointing out mistakes in the first part o f the mysteries. 
The dedication to accuracy in the characterisation of Wilde 
signifies his status as the most important person in the 
text. Brandreth’s desire for a near-exact recreation of Wilde 
underlies many other fictionalisations o f W ilde’s life story 
that try to give a voice to his relatives, friends, lovers and 
servants, or that view Wilde from their perspectives.
The portrayal of the most important woman-behind- 
the-great-man in the novels and plays about Wilde -  that of 
his wife, Constance Lloyd -  constitutes a telling example 
of how lives lived in the shadows are, on the one hand, 
brought to the fore in recent biographical writing, and, on 
the other, confirmed as coming second to the ‘great’ life they 
are forever connected with. Clare Elfman’s The Case of the 
Pederast’s Wife draws attention to Constance’s suffering at the 
hands of an unfaithful husband; it relates what happened to 
her in the run-up to the trials and during their aftermath, a 
story that is hardly ever told from her perspective. And yet, 
even in Elfman’s biographical fiction, Constance serves as 
the entrée to its true object o f fascination: Oscar Wilde. The
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novel’s title already suggests that her significance lies in her 
relation to Wilde; in the title, she is not Constance Wilde, 
let alone Constance Lloyd (or Holland), but 
“ the pederast’s wife” .42
Elfman’s novel is built on a succession 
of ‘interviews’ between Constance and 
the fictional character of Martin Frame, 
who continues asking her questions about 
her husband. The novel starts in 1895 and 
ends with Wilde’s death: the Constance 
of this text does not have a life outside 
o f this period. At the end of the novel, 
after Constance has died, Frame meets the 
man he has done so much research on.
Conspicuous by his absence throughout,
Wilde is the more fascinating when he finally 
appears; Wilde is the novel’s prize character.
Indeed, Constance has no life but that of 
Oscar Wilde’s wife. It is unlikely, too, that 
there will ever be fiction about the life she 
led before she became involved with Wilde.
We in the present want to know about her, not because she 
is an interesting person in her own right, but because insight 
into her personality promises us a better understanding of 
Wilde’s marriage, and, ultimately, of Wilde himself.
In Gyles Brandreth’s three murder mysteries, which are 
dominated by male characters, Constance is somewhat of 
a distant presence. She is, in the end, especially beautiful, 
an object o f male desire who does not say much and stays 
at home, away from the action in which Wilde, Robert 
Sherard and Arthur Conan Doyle are involved. In the first 
part of the series, Constance is Sherard’s secret love and he 
is not without rivals. Wilde himself acts rather indifferently 
towards her and does not mind her spending time with 
men who are (secretly) in love with her. Constance is not
42 This also happens ir 
scholarly biography: 
there has beer a r 
increase ir  biographies 
about the  women arc 
servants behirC 'great 
m er, but they are alm ost 
always imm ediately 
re lated to  these m er ir 
th e ir titles : Jay Melville, 
M other o f Oscar. The Life 
o f Jane Francesca Wilde 
(1994); arC Truly Wilde: 
The Unse ttling  Story  
o f Dolly Wilde, Oscar’s 
Unusual N iece by Joar 
S c h e rka r (2000).
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forgotten in Peter Ackroyd’s The Last Testament of Oscar 
Wilde, which has Wilde writing about his wife in his diary. 
But in Ackroyd’s fictionalised autobiographical text, she 
lives only through her husband’s words, which is symbolic 
of her dependence on him for her survival in history.
A  similar fate awaits Alfred Douglas, a second important 
character in the novels and plays about the 1895 trials and the 
years that followed. It is fair to say that Douglas would have 
been forgotten if he had not been w ild e ’s lover and a key 
figure in the author’s fall from grace. Like Constance Wilde, 
Bosie the character is only constructed through fiction that 
is set in the period in which he and Wilde were a couple. He 
is interesting to us solely as a result of his connection with 
Wilde. His poetry is no longer read, and the one phrase for 
which he could be collectively remembered -  “ the Love 
that dare not speak its name” -  is now often erroneously
attributed to Wilde, who quoted it during 
the trials.43 Generally speaking, the image 
of Bosie accumulated by contemporary 
fictionalised life-writing adheres to the 
portrait created in Wilde’s own writing, 
such as the long prison epistolary De 
Profundis (published in edited versions in 
1905 and 1908, and in its entirety in 1960). 
Douglas, too, lives on thanks to Wilde, 
and mostly through the (rewritten) words 
of the one who is considered the greater 
author o f the two.
When M oisés Kaufman’s Qross 
Indecency was first performed in 1997, one 
actor played Wilde and only Wilde, while 
the other members o f the cast had at least 
two or three roles -  another indication 
of W ilde’s star status. In Neil Bartlett’s In 
Extremis, the list o f characters preceding the text o f the play
43 The lire  is from  
Douglas's poem 'Twc 
Loves', from  September 
1892. Douglas's 
re p u ta tio r as a poet 
has suffered from  his 
association w ith  WilCe 
arC his dubious revising 
of h is tory  through 
autobiographical w riting  
in the decades a fte r 
W ilde's demise. Caspar 
W ir te rm a rs 's  biography 
of Bosie (1999) re­
evaluates Douglas's 
poetry.
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introduces M rs Robinson as “ a palm-reader” , but Wilde 
is simply “ Oscar W ilde” : as to this character’s identity, 
no further explanations are needed, it seems. In a similar 
vein, Jim Bartley’s list o f characters does not mention 
W ilde’s profession (it simply states: “W ILDE: Oscar Wilde, 
27” ), while the others are described in reference to their 
occupations. Again, it is taken for granted that we all know 
who he was.
Wilde hardly ever disappears from view, not even in texts 
that aim the spotlight on the minor characters in his life 
story. When Wilde leaves a story, or when he is altogether 
absent, he is often talked or asked about, and when his 
presence is not felt through the many references to his own 
writing, the novels and plays stay with him by incorporating 
(fake) autobiographical writing. For example, the third part 
o f Brandreth’s murder mysteries is mainly set in 1880s 
Paris, but whenever Wilde has to travel back to London, 
narrator Robert Sherard quotes at length from letters, wires 
or journals in which Wilde reports on whatever he is doing 
in England (60-3, 142-51 and 221-4). Instead of staying with the 
action in Paris, Sherard chooses to let Wilde speak himself 
and, in this way, report to readers what he has been up to on 
the other side o f the Channel.
‘W ilde’ remains the centre o f texts in the form of 
(paratextual) references to his writing as well. The novels 
and plays often carry his name or a Wildean phrase in their 
titles. Sometimes, even the titles o f texts that are, strictly 
speaking, about other historical individuals are derived 
from his words. Tom Stoppard’s play about Housman, The 
Invention of Love, takes its title from the aforementioned 
confrontation between Housman and Wilde in the final 
scene of the play, in which Wilde says, “ We would never 
love anybody if we could see past our invention. Bosie is 
my creation, my poem. In the mirror o f invention, love 
discovered itself” (95).
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The fact that Oscar Wilde is the main attraction of the 
fiction in which he appears as a character is also announced 
by quotations from his writing that serve as m ottos (in 
parts two and three of Brandreth’s murder mysteries, 
and the ‘Prologue’ o f Kaufm an’s Qross Indecency). Texts 
that put the spotlight on individuals formerly in W ilde’s 
shadow carry m ottos from W ilde’s writing as well: the 
four parts o f Edwards’s novel, which is really about 
W ilde’s black American valet, are all preceded by quotes 
from Wilde; and some of Clare Elfm an’s chapters have 
m ottos from An Ideal Husband (59), Dorian Qray (94 and 
158) and A  Woman of N o Importance (117). One section 
of Floortje Zwigtman’s Schijnbewegingen is headed ‘The 
G utter’ [‘De goot’] and has a Wilde quotation on its title 
page: “ The gutter and the things that live in it had begun 
to fascinate you” (269); one part o f Spiegeljongen, titled 
‘Falling’ [‘Vallen’], is introduced by a stanza from W ilde’s 
‘The Ballad of Reading G aol’ (281).
Quotations from Wilde’s own writing are also found in 
dialogues. The more famous of Wilde’s phrases appear more 
than once, in different texts and in entirely different contexts: 
apparently, they are recognised as being so ideosyncratically 
Wildean that they have to appear somewhere in a text. In a 
conversation in Brandreth’s Oscar Wilde and the Ring of Death, 
Wilde remarks that, “ [n]othing that actually occurs is of the 
smallest importance” (38); in Tom Stoppard’s The Invention 
of Love, Wilde takes leave of A.E. Housman by using the 
exact same line (102). In Peter Acroyd’s The Last Testament 
of Oscar Wilde, a destitute, homeless Wilde begs Bosie for 
money, saying that he needs to pay his hotel bill to get the 
clothes he left at it back. “ ‘Oscar, you used that excuse last 
month,’” Bosie tells him. “ ‘Oh, did I? I had forgotten, I am 
so sorry. It shows the utter collapse of my imagination under 
the influence of penury (...),’” is Wilde’s reply (8-9). When the 
interviewer in Merlin Holland’s Coffee w ith , accuses Wilde
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of using the same excuse twice, the author says, “ [o]h, dear, I’d 
forgotten that I’d used it before -  it shows the utter collapse 
of my imagination. How very distressing” (136). Occasionally, 
a famous one-liner is used in different texts by the same 
author. In The Last Testament, Wilde is told off by his friend 
Frank Harris for stealing lines from other writers, to which 
Wilde replies, “ I did not steal them, I rescued them” (161). In 
Ackroyd’s Dickens biography, Wilde is heard using that line 
again, but this time in response to T.S. Eliot (450). It seems 
that, like no biographical fiction about Louis XIV would be 
complete without its main character declaring “ l’état, c’est 
M oi” at least once, Wilde is not properly portrayed before he 
has talked about the utter collapse of his imagination or the 
rescuing of other writers’ lines from their texts.
Next to quotations from Wilde’s writing, the fiction about 
his life is replete with lines that have a Wildean “ flavour” , 
the word used by Merlin Holland to describe the Wilde- 
isms throughout his Coffee with Oscar Wilde (11). Instead of 
“ cut[ting] out the best quotations from his works and letters 
and sew[ing] them back together in some coherent form” (10), 
Holland composed his conversation over coffee by boiling 
up together all the ingredients o f Wilde’s one-liners and 
create new, but recognisably Wildean sentences. Many other 
texts apply Holland’s method of “ amalgating” , “ reducing” , 
“ inverting” and “ recontextualising” (11) quotations in 
order for dialogues or descriptions to have the flavour of 
Wilde’s writing and speech. Brandreth’s novels are a case 
in point: it almost seems that they give Wilde the leading 
role in rewritings of Sherlock Holmes as an excuse to excel 
in the recreation of Wildean witticisms. Within the first 60 
pages of the mysteries’ first installment, we hear Wilde say: 
“ Caricature is the tribute that mediocrity pays to genius” (25); 
“ Pity the Americans (...) As their buildings rise, their morals 
will fall” (42); and “ I never put off till tomorrow what I can 
possibly do -  the day after” (52).
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The witticisms are so essentially ‘W ilde’ , or considered 
as such, that memories o f the man may be evoked by having 
other characters express themselves through Wildean lines. 
In Neil Bartlett’s In Extremis, the palm reader M rs Robinson 
slips into Wildean speech while recalling his visit to her 
room on the eve of the trials:
Some are sceptical [of my powers], some anxious, some think 
it not quite right. But then, as Lady M eron said  when she 
introduced me to Lady Lancing, nothing interesting ever is.
O h dear, I ’m starting to talk like him. You see he was so 
very........infectious. In his manner (18).
Towards the end of the play, when Wilde asks her to 
tell him the truth, Mrs Robinson answers, “ [t]he truth, Mr 
Wilde, is rarely pure, and never simple” (49) -  a famous line 
from Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest (1895). The 
author’s lines are, indeed, so “ infectious” that people close to 
him cannot help imitating his conversational style. The speech 
of main character of Louis Edwards’s O scar Wilde Discovers 
Am erica, W ilde’s valet William Traquair, has a Wildean 
flavour in many places. Here is Traquair talking to his uncle 
about his experiences as Wilde’s personal assistant during the 
first months o f the lecture tour o f America in 1882:
“ Do you ever smoke, U ncle?”
“ O f  course. Regularly. Summer [the uncle’s wife] is mildly 
disturbed when I do, which I think thrills her a  little. I know it does 
me, her being disturbed, I mean. Is this a  little perverse o f us?” 
“A  little perversion is probably fine, though a  lot might be better.” 
H is uncle chuckled with curiosity. “ Is that something you’ve 
learnt to believe during the last few months?”
“ That is something I ’ve learnt to say in the last few months. To 
believe it shall require a  bit more resolve. To live it less” (116).
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In Edwards’s novel, Wilde is not only heard in the 
speech of the black valet, he is also in that o f Wilde 
admirer and Traquair’s secret love, Theda Trenton.
W hen Traquair and Trenton have a discussion about the 
differences between men and women in love, Theda’s 
remarks have a clear Wildean ring:
“ Men lie about everything — and that is the most interesting 
thing about them. Women know this fact, and yet we live.
That is the most interesting thing about us.”
“But isn’t this lying a  most destructive trait when it comes to 
something as delicate as love?”
“ Love can survive many monstrous lies,” she said. “But one 
tiny truth can kill it.”
Traquair was thunderstruck by how much like Oscar she 
sounded (160).
A s elsewhere, and paradoxically so, Edwards’s text draws 
minor characters from W ilde’s shadow so as to be able to 
imitate Wilde yet again: apparently, it is him we prefer to 
hear, especially through (rewritings of) his witticisms.
Biographical fiction about W ilde does not only refer 
to W ilde’s own words by quoting from  his writing or 
by processing such quotations, there are also references 
in the texts that set up W ilde’s writings as intertexts 
in a more indirect manner. At the start o f Floortje 
Zwigtman’s Schijnbewegingen, main character Adrian 
M ayfield ’s first name rem inds another character,
Augustus Trops, o f ‘D orian ’. A s Trops
says during one o f their first meetings, 44 "'V ind  je het erg als ik 
“ [d]o you mind me saying that I think zeg dat ik [A d rian] eer
[Adrian] is a beautiful name? It resem bles mooie naam vind? Hij lijkt 
D orian. The Picture of D orian Qray, that’s op Dorian. The Picture of 
a novel. D o you know it?” (22).44 It is the Dorian Gray, dat is eer 
first time in this text that a connection roman. Ken je die?"
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with W ilde is made, more than 70 pages before W ilde’s 
name is first m entioned. A fter this mom ent, and another 
on page 88, where Trops again asks A drian if he has read 
W ilde’s novel, it is not difficult to interpret A drian ’s 
exploration o f contem porary L on d on ’s hom osexual 
subculture as Dorian-like. In Spiegeljongen, Adrian 
com pares him self with the character from  W ilde’s 
only novel when he tells Trops that he is, “ dangerous 
(...) Just like D orian Gray, you know? My friendship
is fatal. W hen you look at me, you ’re 
as good as dead” (201).45 In A ckroyd ’s 
Last Testament, W ilde is writing fairy­
tales in his diary (84-7 and 146-9), fables 
that read like rewritings o f his own 
children’s stories, like The Happy Prince 
and Other Tales (1884). Spliced between 
diary entries detailing his rise and fall, 
these stories also acquire significance as 
interpretations o f events in W ilde’s life.
The referencing of W ilde’s work in narratives about his 
life is regularly presented as being in accordance with the 
author’s thinking about the subject as well as his writing 
practice. Explaining the rewriting of W ilde’s witticisms in 
Coffee with..., Merlin Holland observes that, “ we have a 
Wildean precedent for such a practice” (12). According to 
Holland, Wilde was a rewriter himself, sampling many of 
the best epigrams from The Picture of Dorian Qray in the 
play he wrote after that novel, Lady Windermere’s Fan. It is 
one example o f an author’s note that justifies rewriting by 
suggesting that it would have met with the approval o f the 
person it portrays.
M uch has been said about W ilde’s consideration of 
his own life as theatre; the biographical fiction in which 
W ilde is a character seems inspired by the author’s 
‘perform ing’ o f himself. The fictionalised narratives -
"'Ik  ben gevaarlijk, 
deelde ik Trops mee. 
'Net als Dorian Gray, 
w eet je wel? M ijr  
vriendschap is fa taa l. 
A ls  je ra a r me kijkt, ber 
je zo goed als dood.'"
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the plays more so than the novels -  construct images 
o f W ilde as a superior self-fashioner: his discourse 
is described as “ perform ance” in the first part of 
Brandreth’s m urder mysteries (249); and in part two, 
the “ fabulist” W ilde invents stories about himself, 
“ imaginary friends and relations for h im self” (69). In 
studies o f the fiction about Wilde, the texts’ fusing 
o f fact and fiction as well as their play with ‘truth ’ are 
more than once recognised as things that the historical 
W ilde would have enjoyed. A s Francesca Coppa writes 
about M oisés Kaufm an’s Qross Indecency, “ [u]ltimately, 
everything said about W ilde in Qross Indecency -  no 
matter how contradictory or im plausible -  is presented as 
true: a state o f theatrical affairs that W ilde him self might 
have loved” (274).
The 1895 trials lend themselves particularly well to 
textualisation through drama, and, indeed, many of 
the plays about W ilde’s life take full advantage o f the 
possibilities the set-up of the trials offers for the writing 
o f the ‘hom osexual’ W ilde’s struggle for acceptance.
If, with hindsight, W ilde’s plays are interpreted 
autobiographically, as they are in A ckroyd’s Last Testament 
(123), it is relatively easy to textualise the trials as the final 
‘m asterpiece’ , as the full realisation o f all that has been 
hinted at in W ilde’s theatrical works o f 1892-5. Hence, 
in the second act o f Terry Eagleton’s Saint Oscar, when 
quizzed during the trials about his life as a man of the 
theatre, W ilde exclaims, “ my life is a theatre” (27). In 
Clare Elfm an’s The C ase of the Pederast’s Wife, Wilde is 
recognised as a character in one of his plays while awaiting 
his arrest (22), and main character M artin Frame tells 
W ilde’s wife Constance that his “ whole life is appearance” 
(26). Merlin H olland’s Coffee with... has W ilde reflect that, 
“ [he] treated the [trials] as though it were some kind of 
elaborate game or even a piece o f theatre” (93).
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THE FUNCTIONS OF OTHER 
C H A R A C T E R S
Biographical fiction may show authors to be mortals 
and view ‘great’ lives from the perspective o f so-called 
shadow figures. Yet, the author, if only in the form of 
references to his work, is a domineering presence in 
biographical narratives that seem to focus on the lives 
lived in his proximity. Other characters, those based on 
historical individuals as well as invented ones, are not 
so much constructed as a result o f their being more 
interesting than the ‘great’ author to whom they were 
related in one way or another; more often, they have 
a function in the writing of W ilde’s life story, the true 
subject o f the fiction that takes alternative perspectives 
on well-known individuals. A s I have shown, minor 
characters may double as narrators with knowledge 
o f how things will end for Wilde (Robert Sherard in 
Brandreth’s murder mysteries), they constitute the 
link between W ilde’s time and ours (M rs Robinson in 
Bartlett’s In Extremis, the interviewer in H olland’s Coffee 
with. ), they may voice criticism of Wilde (M rs Robinson, 
H olland’s interviewer, the black valet in Bartley’s Stephen 
&  Mr Wilde), or their construction presents opportunities 
to rewrite W ilde’s words and set up the author’s work 
as intertext (William Traquair and Theda Trenton in 
Edwards’s O scar Wilde Discovers America). It could be 
argued that these roles are serving functions in the writing 
o f Wilde: the characterisations o f Robert Sherard,
M rs Robinson and W illiam Traquair, all three based on 
historical individuals, have a particular function in the 
construction of W ilde’s life story. Invented characters are 
even more likely to have a serving function in the writing 
o f the author’s life: they act as witnesses to (key) scenes 
in life stories o f which they were never part in reality;
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they may be given a role in the recontextualisation of 
key scenes; and they can establish the link with ‘W ilde’ 
in narratives that write the lives of the forgotten to the 
backdrop o f an historical individual’s story.
Other characters often witness (key) scenes without 
taking part in them or contributing to the dialogue. They are 
not involved in the sense that they cannot change the course 
of the action in these scenes. Their imagined presence 
makes it possible to, at least, narrate the scenes. In Floortje 
Zwigtman’s Schijnbewegingen, Tegenspel and Spiegeljongen, 
Adrian Mayfield is present in scenes that recur throughout 
the biographical fiction about Wilde. In Schijnbewegingen, 
Adrian sees the M arquess o f Queensberry bully Wilde and 
Douglas during a dinner at W illis’s Rooms in May 1894, 
one of the places the two did visit regularly in the early 
1890s. The confrontation ends with Bosie drawing a pistol 
and pointing it at his father (92-6). The spectacle witnessed 
by Adrian is an amalgam of scenes that are repeatedly 
represented as key moments in the love story of Wilde and 
Bosie, both in scholarly biography and biographical fiction. 
Queensberry did, in fact, disturb one of W ilde’s and Bosie’s 
get-togethers but this was while they were having lunch at 
the Café Royal on 1 April 1894. Bosie did not wave a gun at 
his father on this occasion, he only threatened to shoot the 
M arquess in a letter o f June ’94. Thus, Adrian is witness to 
several historical events in one single scene: Zwigtman’s text 
compresses historical fact (the lunch of April and the ‘gun 
letter’ o f June ’94) and rewrites extant material (the letter) to 
create a new, but representative key scene in the relationship 
of Wilde, Bosie and Queensberry.
Throughout Zwigtman’s trilogy, Adrian is almost always 
in the right place at the right time -  that is, right for the 
portrayal of Wilde and the historical individuals in his 
circle. In Tegenspel, Adrian attends the first performance 
of The Importance of Being Earnest, and sees how Wilde is
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adored by the theatre-going audience (206-11); he is present at 
the trials (288-98); and he is on the scene when Robert Ross 
removes papers from W ilde’s Tite Street home immediately 
after the author’s arrest (347-53). The fictional Dr Martin 
Frame in Clare Elfman’s The Case of the Pederast’s Wife is 
similarly fortunate: Frame is at the Cadogan Hotel at the 
time of W ilde’s arrest (20-7); he witnesses the famous trials 
(29); and he is with the dying Wilde in France in the autumn 
of 1900 (159-84).
Thanks to Adrian Mayfield’s presence in scenes that 
have come to be seen as key, they can be narrated with the 
emotional force o f a witness account. He is made to bear 
the brunt o f Douglas’s uncontrollable rage after having sex 
with him in a hotel room. It is an entirely fictional scene, but 
it is of a piece with constructions of Bosie’s personality in 
earlier texts, including W ilde’s De Profundis. Wilde talks of 
Bosie’s “ demented rage” in Ackroyd’s memoir (129) when 
describing his outburst during a lunch at the Berkeley Hotel, 
and demented rage is what we get in Zwigtman’s hotel room 
scene. In order to show what is considered to be typical 
behaviour o f Bosie, Zwigtman’s text makes him appear as a 
character in a scene that never took place, and, thus, can only 
be witnessed by a fictional character like Adrian.
To be able to write life story scenes that have gradually 
acquired the status o f key in a life story, a text may place 
an invented character in the role of an historical one and 
recontextualise the scene, or evoke it in an almost entirely 
invented passage. In Zwigtman’s Schijnbewegingen, the 
fictional character Vincent Farley, a painter on the edges 
o f W ilde’s group of acolytes, has a discussion with the 
author about his art. Vincent is a shy, unassuming and still 
largely unknown artist. Wilde, of course, does not believe 
in timid painters making great art. The discussion between 
Wilde and Farley develops into a heated argument about 
art and morality:
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‘Now you will think this Eros is very cruel. He brings love 
nor beauty, only pain and torture. But then you forget that the 
poison he will make you drink is nothing more or less than 
a  love potion. Perhaps he will confuse your mind, but your 
eyes will be as clear as ever. They will recognise the beauty in 
a  face, a  body, a  gesture. Beauty that reminds a  soul, Plato 
writes, of the time it flew freely among the stars and the gods. 
And the love felt by this soul, its longing for beauty, will give 
it wings anew. It will recognise divine beauty in its loved one 
and adore him like a  god... You shake your head, Vincent.’ 
‘Yes. Yes!’ Still constrained, Vincent shook his head again. ‘I 
disagree, Oscar. I pertinently disagree. As a  modern, civilised 
and Christian man I can only interpret the adoration of the 
body you describe as a  heathen cult... insanity!’
‘Yes, that’s it.’ M r Wilde nodded solemnly. ‘Heathen. Insane. 
Divine insanity!’
(...)
If  I may say so, Oscar, in my eyes, there are two other words 
for what you call beauty and love and those are sin and crime! 
(...) I will not betray what I believe to be good, only because 
I ’m curious about evil. In my eyes, sin is still sin and virtue 
still virtue. And never, never will those two be exchanged!’ 
‘And what is virtue? And what is sin? What is called sin, is 
an essential element of progress. Without it, the world would 
come to a  standstill, or age, or become dull. Which artist has 
ever created a  great work of art through virtue? Common 
virtues do not form the basis of art, even if they could serve as 
excellent advertising for second-rate artists’ (429-30).
‘N u  zul je denken deze Eros is erg wreed. Hij brengt liefde 
noch schoonheid, enkel pijn en kwellingen. M aar dan vergeet 
je dat het vergif dat hij je laat drinken niets meer of minder 
is dan een liefdesdrank. Misschien brengt hij je geest in 
verwarring, maar je ogen zullen helderder zijn dan ooit. Ze 
zullen de schoonheid herkennen in een gezicht, een lichaam,
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een gebaar. Schoonheid die een ziel herinnert, zo schrijft 
Plato, aan  de tijd dat hij vrij rondvloog tussen de sterren 
en de goden. En de liefde die deze ziel voelt, zijn verlangen 
naar schoonheid, zal hem opnieuw vleugels doen krijgen. Hij 
herkent in zijn geliefde de goddelijke schoonheid en zal hem 
vereren als een godheid... Je schudt je hoofd, Vincent. ’
‘Ja . J a ! ’ Nog steeds in zijn verkrampte houding, schudde 
Vincent heftig van nee. ‘Ik ben het niet met je eens, Oscar. Ik 
ben het pertinent niet met je eens. A ls een modern, beschaafd 
en christelijk man kan ik die verering van het lichaam die jij 
beschrijft toch niet anders beoordelen dan als een heidense 
cultus... waanzin!’
‘Ja , dat is het.’ Meneer Wilde knikte plechtig. ‘Heidens. 
Waanzinnig. Goddelijke waanzin!’
(...)
‘A ls ik het zeggen mag, Oscar, in mijn ogen zijn er twee andere 
woorden voor wat jij schoonheid en liefde noemt, namelijk 
zonde en misdaad! (...) Ik zal niet verraden wat ik geloof dat 
goed is, enkel en alleen omdat ik nieuwsgierig naar het kwade 
ben. In mijn ogen is zonde nog steeds een zonde en deugd 
nog steeds deugd. En nooit, nooit zullen die twee met elkaar 
verwisseld kunnen worden!’
‘En wat is deugd? En wat is zonde? Wat zonde genoemd 
wordt, is een wezenlijk element van vooruitgang. Zonder 
dat zou de wereld tot stilstand komen, of verouderen, of 
kleurloos worden. Welke kunstenaar heeft ooit een groots 
kunstwerk geschapen door middel van deugd? De huis-, 
tuin- en keukendeugden vormen niet de basis van de kunst, 
alhoewel ze wellicht als een voortreffelijke reclame dienen voor 
tweederangs kunstenaars.’
This dialogue and the sides o f the argument Wilde 
and Farley represent are suggestive o f the questioning of 
W ilde’s artistic and moral views during the 1895 trials, 
when W ilde’s art and morality were discussed in tandem
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as well. W ilde’s defence here echoes that o f the Wilde on 
trial, with “ second-rate” Vincent voicing the Victorian 
consensus on the “ heathen” , “ sinful” and “ criminal” 
Wilde. Zwigtman’s scene reads like the W ilde-Carson 
duel o f the trials: Wilde defends himself and his art 
with arguments the historical author 
used during the actual court cases.46 
Again, parallels may be drawn with Clare 
Elfm an’s M artin Frame, who challenges 
the post-prison Wilde to defend his 
behaviour during his relationship with 
Bosie. With his emphasis on “ duty” ,
“ honor” (both 171) and “ responsibility”
(175), Frame seems to represent the 
Victorians who sent Wilde to jail in 1895.
S ir Edward C a rso r 
cross-exam ined W ilde 
during the  A p ril 1895 
t r ia ls  o r  behalf of 
the  p rosecution . As 
fo r  W ild e  suggesting 
Farley is a second-ra te  
a rtis t, th is  is how W ilde 
responds to  Carson's 
accusa tion  th a t The
‘WILDE'  AS CONTEXT
P ic tu re  o f Dorian Gray 
is a perverted novel: 
"T h a t could only be to 
bru tes and illite ra te s . 
The v iew  of P h ilis tin e s  
on a rt are incalcu lab ly 
s tup id " (as quoted in 
E llm ann 1987: 422).
Fictional characters play an important 
role in the connecting of new stories with 
that of o scar  Wilde. They are essential in 
the establishing of ‘W ilde’ as the context 
for the writing of formerly forgotten lives.
In Zwigtman’s trilogy, Adrian Mayfield 
befriends the considerably older Augustus Trops, a painter 
o f the Decadent type with a semblance of Oscar Wilde. 
Adrian first meets Trops when the older man buys a suit 
in the tailor’s shop where he works as a sales assistant. In 
the course of the first novel, Adrian and Augustus become 
good friends. Initially, they have a father-son relationship, 
but, gradually, Adrian moves away from Augustus, becoming 
more and more involved in the male prostitution scene of 
1890s London. Through Trops, he makes acquaintance with 
W ilde’s circle and, eventually, with Wilde himself.
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Straight from the start of Schijnbewegingen, the character of 
Augustus Trops recalls repeatedly reproduced images of Wilde: 
there are touches of Wilde in Trops’s physical appearance as 
well as his personality and speech. Trops is overweight, but he 
dresses well, if rather dandyish. He orders a suit with Adrian’s 
tailor, giving specific instructions as to its colour: it should be 
green, the exact green of the flower he has brought with him 
into the shop and studies admiringly, as if in love with it (13). 
Trops is intelligent and witty, and tends to think outside the 
ordinary, especially when art and aesthetics are concerned:
‘Qreen,’ the fat man continued, ‘and not just any old green. 
For god’s sake, not that horrendously grey and yellowish green 
of the Jaeger suits worn by armchair socialists like Bernard 
Shaw. M on Dieu! Sir, do you take me for one of them?’ 
Procopius [Adrian’s employer, the tailor] hastened to say ‘no’. 
‘And neither the green you see on the trees here in London. 
Plane trees. Ugh! So banal, don’t you think? Nature hardly 
ever produces something original. Apple green. Grass green. 
Moss green. How predictable. No, she is no match for the 
genius of the florist with his dye baths. Take a  look at this. . . ’ 
He took out a  small box which carried the brand of Good 
Years, a  flower shop in the Royal Arcade. It contained one 
flower. A  green carnation (12).
‘Groen,’ ging de dikke man verder, ‘en niet zomaar elke kleur 
groen. In godsnaam niet dat afzichtelijke grijs-gele groen 
van die Jaegerpakken waar sommige lui in rondlopen. Die 
vegetarische salonsocialisten als Bernard Shaw. M on Dieu! 
Meneer, ziet u me aan  voor zo’n persoon?’
Procopius haastte zich ‘nee’ te schudden.
‘En ook niet dat groen dat je aan  die bomen hier in Londen 
ziet. Platanen. Bah! Banale bomen, vindt u ook niet? Het is 
trouwens toch zelden dat de natuur iets origineels voortbrengt. 
Appelgroen. Grasgroen. Mosgroen. Zo voorspelbaar. Nee,
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ze kan niet tippen aan  het genie van de bloemist met zijn 
verfbaden... Kijkt u eens...’
Hij haalde een klein doosje tevoorschijn dat het merk van 
Good Years, een bloemist in de Royal Arcade, droeg. Er zat 
één enkele bloem in. Een groene bloem.
Trops often says the opposite o f what you would expect, a 
basic ingredient o f many of Wilde’s witticism and one-liners. 
When he realises that Adrian is a “ demanding boy” and 
Adrian says, “ [y]ou’d better remember that” , Trops giggles and 
responds, “ I like that” (90) -  a reply with a Wildean flavour.
Apart from his appearance, his personality and speech, 
Augustus Trops is reminiscent o f Wilde in other ways.
When looking more closely at the relationship between the 
characters of Adrian and Augustus, it resembles that of Wilde 
and Alfred Douglas in a number of aspects. As a father figure 
and mentor, Trops guides Adrian through his discovery of his 
homosexuality, but he also teaches him about literature and art, 
things Adrian knows next to nothing about when they first meet
-  he is a “philistine” , in Augustus’s words (23). Trops is sexually 
attracted to Adrian, but when Adrian falls in love or has sex 
with other members in the group Augustus introduces him 
to (including Bosie), the older man remains a faithful friend.
Trops is an artist to whom Adrian is a source of inspiration: 
Adrian literally models for the painter.
The text o f Schijnbewegingen needs the 47 Angela Kingston w rites 
character o f Augustus Trops to establish about the  reception of
the connection with Wilde. Trops brings a Hitchens's novel anc 
green carnation to Adrian’s shop, W ilde’s its impact on Wilde's 
customary buttonhole and the title o f a and Bosie's reputations
1894 novel by Robert Hichens that refers (2007: 138-48). Graham 
to Wilde and Douglas -  explicitly enough Robb explains the green 
to cause uproar among the reading public carnation is also a 
upon its publication.47 Synonymous symbol of homosexuality
with Wilde, the green carnation symbol (2003: 151).
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coordinates the parts o f the trilogy, as suggested by its title. 
Trops looks, talks and thinks like Wilde and it is through 
his character that Zwigtman’s text first announces that 
‘W ilde’ is the context o f Adrian’s story; it is through Trops 
that the opening chapters o f the novel manages to evoke 
Wilde long before the author himself enters the plot. Trops 
is the first to tell Adrian about The Picture o f D orian Qray 
(22), after suggesting that Adrian’s name 
sounds like D orian’s.48
In the trilogy’s third part, Spiegeljongen, 
Adrian ends up in hospital after having 
been beaten up by thugs hired by the 
aristocratic family o f his former lover, 
Vincent Farley. The novel’s text refers to 
Wilde in strategic places to suggest that 
runs parallel to that of the Irish author, who 
overplayed his hand by suing Bosie’s 
powerful father for libel.49 G uy’s Hospital 
is Adrian’s Reading Gaol: it is even 
compared with a prison in the text of 
Spiegeljongen (449). ‘H ospital’ also signifies 
his exposure as a homosexual: at G uy’s, he is forced to 
come clean about his sexual escapades in the presence of his 
family and friends. When he is released from the place, he 
has nowhere to go and no-one to turn to -  very much like 
Wilde in 1897, when he had served his two years of hard 
labour. It is only logical that this part of the novel (‘Falling’) 
starts with a quotation from ‘The Ballad of Reading G aol’.
It is abundantly clear that ‘W ilde’ is an attractive frame 
for narratives that write the stories o f forgotten Victorians, 
such as the sexual delinquents the historical Wilde mingled 
with (and who are represented by Zwigtman’s Adrian), 
but also other marginalised individuals, like W ilde’s black 
American valet. Biographers and novelists interested in 
saving marginal lives from oblivion are faced with the
48 The jou rna lis t whc 
w rites Adrian 's story in 
Spiegeljongen replaces 
Trops w ith  W ilde to 
make it an even more 
sensational read (309).
Adrian’s story
49 W ilde is mentioned 
on pages 440, 443,445 
and 449
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problem that these lives can often only be accessed by 
way of the life stories o f the ‘great’. Louis Edwards’s 
fictionalised story of W ilde’s valet William Traquair 
actually springs from Richard Ellmann’s Wilde biography 
of 1987: as Edwards explains in the ‘Sources’ section of 
his novel, “ it was [an] inventive “ error” in the Ellmann 
biography that, for me, created the character, opening the 
door to this fiction -  which has little to do with reality 
(...)” (286). Biographical writing is forced to fictionalise 
W ilde’s valet for lack o f archival material about the actual 
man. The other option is to refrain from writing about the 
man and, thus, ‘forget’ him.
Louis Edwards chooses to remember, and he does so 
through fiction. His novel about William Traquair goes 
where Richard Ellmann’s biography could not: it picks up 
from a fact (basically, Ellmann’s mentioning of Traquair’s 
name and his role during W ilde’s 1882 lecture tour), 
and writes an alternative history of W ilde’s American 
success and the stateside reception of his championing of 
Aestheticism. As Traquair the character says to himself 
in the novel, it is sometimes better to have a fictionalised 
version of a black man in a story, than histories rid o f the 
presence of black men altogether:
The description of his color was unfortunate. But its 
inaccuracy only added to the notion that he was a  
character, that the young man in the story was not the real 
him. In the story (yes, newspaper articles were stories, 
how appropriate to call them such), there was an element 
of fiction about him that opened his life up to greater 
possibilities, to embellishment. The important thing was 
that “ his” story was in print. He would have to accept it 
as it was. Would no story at a ll have been better than this 
one? No. A  fictional him, he decided, was better than no 
him at a ll (103).
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This is how Wilde 
referred to  the male 
p rostitu tes he and Bosie 
socialised w ith .
Een groene bloem proves that fiction has a role to play 
in the remembering of endangered lives such as William 
Traquair’s. By creating Adrian Mayfield, Floortje Zwigtman 
has enabled herself to tell the story of the rent boys 
of Oscar W ilde’s 1890s London. As noted above, their 
stories cannot be told without referring to Wilde one
way or another, but as a proxy for the 
‘panthers’ o f 13 Little College Street,50 
Adrian makes the historical individuals 
combined in his character come alive 
like a factual presentation of the still 
available information about them could 
not. We know the names of the young men in question, 
and a little about their lives from witness statements in
newspapers or shorthand reports o f the 
Wilde trials.51 We have crude drawings 
of some of the boys’ faces from the same 
reports,52 but these were obviously not 
made for posterity. Considering their 
relative anonimity, it is fitting for the rent 
boys to appear in Terry Eagleton’s Saint 
Oscar as people with numbers rather 
than names (29-30). The rent boys might 
as well be written under a different name 
in fictionalised life-writing: avoiding 
the suggestion of a one-to-one relation 
between the character in fiction and the 
historical individual on which he or she 
is based, fiction like Zwigtman’s is free to 
imagine the marginal figure’s faults and 
failures. Through the creation of Adrian 
Mayfield, her trilogy of novels writes the 
story of the 1890s homosexual adolescent 
involved in prostitution and blackmail.
It turns ‘W ilde’ into the context of
M cKenna 2004 
describes the rent boys 
and th e ir backgrounds 
in more detail. He relies 
on Charles G rolleau's 
1906 The Trials of 
Oscar Wilde and H. 
M ontgom ery Hyde's 
books about the tria ls . 
Hyde sta tes th a t the 
portra its  are from  
Reynold’s Newspaper 
of 21 and 28 April 1895 
(2001: x). M cKenna 2004 
has a photograph of two 
'panthers', but he does not 
credit this picture, neither 
is it clear if the tw o  m er 
portrayed were actually 
involved w ith  Wilde.
51
213
Adrian’s otherwise fictional story; Schijnbewegingen, 
Tegenspel and Spiegeljongen are examples o f texts in which 
the construction of the author-as-character provides the 
frame for the writing of previously marginalised lives and 
alternative histories.
To find marginal figures and contexts for the writing 
of their stories, a biographer or novelist may follow a 
‘great’ author on his or her exploration o f the margins. 
Hence, biographical fiction’s focus on W ilde’s forays into 
the London underground of the 1890s and the trials that 
followed, the preferred situating of Henry James among 
his servants and typists at Lamb House in Rye and R.L. 
Stevenson’s playing with fire in the enactment of his own 
Jekyll and Hyde amongst the Samoans in Alberto M anguel’s 
Stevenson Under the Palm Trees and Sabine Büssing’s 
Leuchtturm im Dschungel. And, hence, the interest in these 
individuals’ failings, because they justify the telling o f the 
stories o f the people they supposedly victimised: W ilde’s 
wife in Elfm an’s novel; Constance Fenimore W oolson 
in the fiction about Jam es; and the raped and murdered 
Sam oan girl in M anguel’s novella about Stevenson. Wilde 
is a special case among the (late-) Victorian authors who 
are constructed as fallible human beings in fiction to make 
room  for the writing of the life stories of individuals 
in their shadows. A s explained, he is a v ictorian  and 
a Victorian other at the same time. He needs to be 
characterised as the latter for his story to function as the 
context for the emancipation of people history has not 
paid sufficient attention to.
In Richard Flanagan’s novel Wanting (2008), the Charles 
Dickens o f 1854 is described as penning a defence of Sir 
John Franklin, a shipwrecked Arctic explorer accused in 
a newspaper of having cannibalised his crew for his own 
survival. Dickens is asked to save the great man’s reputation 
by his widow, Lady Jane, and writes that, “ [t]he noble
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conduct and example o f such men, and of their own great 
leader himself, under similar circumstances (...) outweighs 
by the weight of the universe the chatter o f a gross handful 
of uncivilised people, with domesticity o f blood and 
blubber” (2009: 47). Like any “ savage” , the “ Esquimau” , 
Dickens adds, is “ covetous, treacherous and cruel” (42) 
and unable to conquer desire, “ the mark of wisdom and 
civilisation” (47). In Flanagan’s novel, Charles Dickens 
is a ‘great’ nineteenth-century author with decidedly 
suspect ideas about race and Empire. Flanagan writes in his 
‘Author’s N ote’ that Dickens’s piece about Sir John Franklin 
“ today could be characterised as racist” (255). Flanagan’s 
Dickens is a Victorian as constructed by contemporary 
culture, one of Matthew Sweet’s ‘invented’ Victorians.
With Wilde, there is a crucial difference: while the 
fiction challenges conceptions o f Wilde as ‘great’ , he is 
never racist, misogynist or homophobic. The Aesthete 
may not be as beautiful as he seems, he is politically 
sound, if ‘sound’ is defined as it is at present. W ilde’s 
failings, as exposed by the novels and plays, are relatively 
harmless by today’s standards (Dickens’s racism is not); 
they also make Wilde appear more human and sympathetic 
to contemporary readers, who may even recognise him 
as ‘one of u s’ . Despite his faults, Wilde is ideologically a 
sound man in the fiction o f the late-twentieth and early- 
twenty-first centuries.
In Gyles Brandreth’s Oscar Wilde and the Ring of 
D eath , Wilde defends a pawnbroker about whom another 
character makes an anti-Semitic remark (116). Brandreth’s 
readers know what anti-Semitism would lead to in the 
century following Wilde and, o f course, we cannot afford 
him to be on the wrong side here. In Louis Edwards’s 
Oscar Wilde Discovers Am erica, Wilde always represents 
the liberal stance on race segregation and slavery in 
discussions with the prominent Americans he meets
215
during his tour o f the US. He says that he is convinced 
that Adam was a “ Negro” (178), and that “ the freeing of 
men is quite a different endeavour from the emancipation 
of slaves” (150). In Brandreth’s Oscar Wilde and the Dead  
M an ’s Smile, Wilde emphasises that the black William 
Traquair is not only his servant, “ but also my friend” (18). 
He generously gives money to people no-one ever notices, 
like the female cleaners o f the theatre he visits in The Ring 
of Death (220), and he expresses sympathy for the poor 
(Ackroyd 1993: 99) and the lost and lonely (ibidem: 13). It is fair 
to say that Wilde the character is our hero in not being a 
Victorian one. It cannot be a coincidence that in David 
Hare’s play The Judas K iss (1998), the “ stage picture” of 
the first, pre-trials Act is “ Renaissance” (1), while that of 
the second, post-trials Act is “m odernism ” , with sparse 
furniture looking forward to the twentieth century (57). The 
implication is that Wilde and the events o f 1895 mark the 
transition from pre-modern to modern for us.
There is a sense that the story o f W ilde’s downfall 
contains lessons to be learnt in the present. W ilde is 
made an heroic figure for m inorities in contem porary 
society, for marginalised individuals who, as is politically 
correct to think and say, deserve to be emancipated. It 
is likely that A drian M ayfield’s grappling with issues of 
identity is recognised by Floortje Zwigtman’s teenage 
reading audience; young hom osexuals can identify 
with Adrian, at least with his coming to terms with his 
sexual preferences in a society in which heterosexuality 
is the norm. Stories o f injustice and discrim ination 
are som etim es explicitly presented as m irroring that 
o f W ilde and the gross indecency trials o f 1895: the 
repressed and prosecuted should turn to W ilde for 
inspiration and hope. For instance, this is how Gavin 
A rm strong’s 2002 play Kicking O scar’s Corpse is 
advertised on the website o f The British Theatre Quide:
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Q avin Armstrong’s play provides an utterly contemporary, 
densely psychological look at the relationship between Bosie 
and Oscar, betrayal and the draconian notions of morality 
pervading Victorian society. Kicking O scar’s C orpse was 
in part inspired by the work of Amnesty International and 
is supported by O scar W ilde’s grandson M erlin Holland. 
The play highlights the plight of individuals around the 
world who suffer abuse of their human rights as a  result 
of their vision for their life which clashes with local 
conventions of morality. Through the use of innovative 
theatrical techniques, the play weaves the stories of 
contemporary ‘O scars’ into the performance. It especially 
focuses on a  23-year-old homosexual in Syria, who 
immediately inspired Qiles when he met him while working 
as a  freelance travel journalist. For the young Syrian,
O scar is an icon, a  source of great inspiration, a  soul 
mate who shares similar experiences of public humiliation 
and terrifying periods in prison. He can quote any piece 
of W ilde’s work and surrounds himself with portraits of 
the great man. O scar is for him, utterly contemporary and 
when he sees how things have changed in Britain, he lives 
in hope that a  similar cultural shift in his native land may 
afford him the freedom and respite he so 
53 See: http://www. desperately craves.53
britishtheatreguide.info/
news/kickingoscar.htm ‘W ilde’ is written, not only as the
(June 2010) . p r e s e n t ’s judgement o f the Victorians, 
but also as a comment or a reflection on 
today’s society and our own definition of norms, o f centre 
and margins. As Jim Bartley says in the ‘Playwright’s N ote’ 
o f Stephen &  Mr Wilde, “ [t]he gulf between Oscar and 
Stephen [Wilde’s black servant in the text] is still with us, 
and still felt keenly” (8), implying that his text is relevant to 
readers confronted with “ the difference between black and 
white” , “ the gulf (...) between story-tellers and those who
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have lived the story” in our own age. Terry Eagleton tries to 
“ summon the shade of Oscar Wilde back to our side when 
we are in urgent need of him,” adding to the suggestion 
that ‘W ilde’ has a great deal to say about our “moment of 
extreme danger” (62). The author o f Saint Oscar, certainly, is 
in need of Wilde: originally planned as a long critical essay 
(58), Eagleton’s play manages to comment through Wilde 
on what we can still see o f striking workers, feminists (18-9) 
and the Labour Party today (48). “ Reflections on the past are 
always at some level meditations on the present,” Eagleton 
observes in his ‘Afterword’. It seems that ‘W ilde’, the more 
so in this heavily ironic text, is almost always a meditation 
on the present -  and on a great many levels at that. Wilde, 
Eagleton says, may be embraced as a contemporary, as a 
poststructuralist avant la lettre even:
Wilde’s work prefigures the insights of contemporary theory.
Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that such theory, 
for all its excited air of novelty, represents in some ways little 
advance on the fin de siècle. Language as self-referential, truth 
as convenient fiction, the human subject as contradictory and 
‘deconstructed’, criticism as a  form of ‘creative’ writing, the 
body and its pleasures pitted against a  pharisaical ideology; in 
these and several other ways, Oscar Wilde looms for us more, 
as the Irish Roland Barthes (57).
CONCLUDING
This chapter has shown that postmodern culture takes 
a special interest in constructing o sc ar  Wilde as the 
Victorians’ other. From the 1960s and ’70s onwards, but 
especially over the past twenty years, the perspective taken 
on his life by fictionalised life-writing has been that of the 
outcast, the sexual deviant, excommunicated by ‘unm odern’
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institutions. The textualisation of ‘W ilde’ is used to define 
the Victorians as sexually repressed and narrow-minded, 
and the present as liberated, tolerant and democratic. 
Fiction’s writing of Wilde is full o f references to the
1895 trials and his exposure as a practising homosexual; 
through the use of anachronisms and anachronistic irony, 
Wilde is made homosexual early on, and his life story is 
constructed as leading inevitably to his fall from grace in 
the mid-1890s. Novels, plays and mock-autobiographies 
probe W ilde’s private life and show the darker or less 
appealing sides to his personality. They do so to satisfy 
the present need for intimate details about the lives of 
our culture’s heroes, but the focus on the ‘great’ author’s 
fallibility also gives access to the lives lived in his shadow. 
However, the demythologising of cultural icons like 
Wilde is a remythologising at the same time: marginalised 
individuals depend on the figure in whose shadow they 
stand for the writing of their own stories. They end up as 
characters in texts that rewrite the author’s fiction, or they 
need his life story as a context for their own. ‘W ilde’ does 
function well as the context for the writing of stories about 
historical individuals who have been forgotten by history, 
or about whom archival material is hard to come by. The 
Wilde constructed by postmodern culture may be claimed 
as ‘one of u s’ and brought into action in contemporary 
emancipation projects as well.
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THE BIOGRAPHICAL FICTION 
D ISCUSSED IN THIS C H A P TE R
Peter Ackroyd’s The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde 
(1983). Supposedly written between August and November 
1900, this fake diary has Oscar Wilde looking back on his 
life and narrating his final days in Paris.
Jim Bartley’s Stephen &  Mr Wilde (1993). A  play situated 
in Toronto, Spring 1882. Wilde visits Canada during his 
American lecture, accompanied by a black valet called 
Stephen Davenport and dogged by sceptical journalists.
Neil Bartlett’s In Extremis (2000). A  play set in 1895 with 
only two characters: Oscar Wilde and the palm reader he 
consulted on the eve of the trials, M rs Robinson.
Gyles Brandreth’s Oscar Wilde and the Candlelight 
Murders (2007), Oscar Wilde and the Ring of Death (2008) and 
Oscar Wilde and the Dead M an ’s Smile (2009). Three murder 
mysteries, narrated by Robert Sherard, in which Wilde, as 
a witty Sherlock Holmes, solves murders in and around 
London. The three novels are set in, respectively, 1889-90, 
1892 and 1881-3.
Terry Eagleton’s Saint Oscar (1989). A  play that focuses 
on W ilde’s Irishness as well as his homosexuality.
Louis Edwards’s Oscar Wilde Discovers America (2003).
A  novel about W ilde’s American lecture tour of 1882, 
seen from the perspective o f W ilde’s black valet, William 
Traquair.
Clare Elfman’s The Case of the Pederast’s Wife (2000).
A  novel in which the fictional Dr Martin Frame has 
conversations with Constance Wilde about her marriage 
and W ilde’s relationship with Alfred Douglas. Frame 
eventually meets Wilde at his deathbed in Paris.
David Hare’s The Judas K iss (1998). A  play about the 
Wilde-Douglas relationship, set in April 1895 (Act One), 
during the period of the trials, and December 1897 (Act 
Two), when Wilde and Bosie were re-united in Italy.
Merlin Holland’s Coffee with Oscar Wilde (2007). A  text 
in which Wilde answers questions from a twenty-first- 
century interviewer and reflects on his eventful life.
M oisés Kaufman’s Qross Indecency. The Three Trials 
of Oscar Wilde (1997). A  play about the trials in which 
characters speak in quotes from other texts, including 
(autobiographical) writing by Wilde and Douglas.
Tom Stoppard’s The Invention of Love (1997). A  play 
about the poet A .E. Housman in which Wilde plays a major 
role, if only in the background. Housman and Wilde meet 
in the final scene of the play.
Floortje Zwigtman’s Schijnbewegingen (2005), Tegenspel 
(2007) and Spiegeljongen (2010) (the De groene bloem trilogy). 
Three Dutch novels that tell the story of the 16-year-old 
Adrian Mayfield as he is introduced to the circle o f artists 
around Wilde at the time of the trials. Mayfield discovers 
his own homosexuality and finds himself tied up with the 
boy prostitutes o f 1890s London.

CONCLUSION
The tenth chapter of Nigel Hamilton’s Biography. A  Brief 
History (2007), which deals with the late-twentieth and early- 
twenty-first-century ‘renaissance’ o f biographical narrative, 
is headed ‘Biography Comes of Age’ and explains new 
approaches to the composition of scholarly biography in 
terms of its incorporation of experiments in contemporary 
fiction and film. Hamilton argues that biography has learnt 
from these experiments and now applies similar strategies to 
the writing of historical lives:
Structurally, stylistically, ethically, and entertainingly, novelists 
and filmmakers had for years reveled in their licence to 
fantasize and expose, to ridicule, traduce, and otherwise 
explore the dramas and tackiness of modern culture — 
paraphrasing, plagiarizing, borrowing from, plundering, 
sexing up, dumbing down, and creatively distorting 
conventional images and attitudes with unceasing energy 
and inventiveness as they exploited the abiding power of 
artistic narrative, especially catharsis, to entertain as well as 
enlighten. Now, finally, biographers were licensing themselves 
to do the same — via real subjects (240-1).
In my view, the use o f the term ‘coming of age’ does 
not do justice to current developments in what I prefer to 
call life-writing. It implies that ‘biography’ can be imagined 
as a progressively evolving grand narrative, accelerating 
towards maturity in the late-twentieth century. Hamilton’s 
‘mature’ biography does not develop alongside novels 
and films about historical individuals either; judging from 
this quotation, it represents “ real subjects” by employing 
techniques explored in fiction and film about imaginary lives. 
Hamilton ignores the fact that fictional and non-fictional
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biographical texts interact, and he underestimates how 
innovation in scholarly biography has influenced the writing 
of lives through fiction. Hamilton was recently appointed 
the President o f Biographers International Organization 
(BIO), whose focus is on the scholarly variety o f life-writing
-  despite the claim, as expressed in its mission statement, 
that BIO represents biographers working “ in every medium, 
from print to film” .53
I argue that it is more productive to define biography as 
one of many instances o f life-writing, if only to be able to 
see fictionalisation not as a contamination of the genre, but 
as the aspect which defines the degree to which texts that 
write lives differ. My research does not treat biographical 
fiction as a subgenre of ‘biography’, but as a form of life- 
writing that makes memories o f historical individuals 
alongside scholarly biographies. Earlier studies like Ira 
Bruce Nadel’s Biography. Fiction, Fact and Form  (1984) and 
Ina Schabert’s In Quest o f the Other Person (1990) have 
opened readers’ eyes to the narrative aspects o f scholarly 
biographies, but they remain focused on the non-fictional 
form, or they treat fictionalisation as a subcategory of 
that form. My case studies do not only draw attention 
to biographies as narratives, I look at both scholarly 
biographies and biographical novels as texts. To me, ‘fiction’ 
and ‘non-fiction’ represent the opposite ends o f a range of 
narratives that share their inherent intertextuality.
Biographical fiction is not an invention of postmodern 
culture, but it has been transformed over the past thirty 
years, for a large part in response to poststructuralist 
theory about the subject and the author and its impact on 
the ‘representation’ o f historical lives. However, I prefer 
not to see this transformation in the light o f progressive 
development: my chapters show that biographical 
fiction does not replace scholarly biography as the more 
contemporary variety o f life-writing. Fiction is not the
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future o f ‘biography’, neither does its current proliferation 
spell the death of the scholarly form. In the field o f life- 
writing, biography and fiction travel together: fictional 
narratives elaborate on innovations within non-fictional 
narratives, fully exploiting the advantages o f the freedom of 
fiction in their key scene-making, the rewriting of a subject’s 
own work, the demythologising of the ‘great’ and the 
emancipation of formerly marginalised figures.
In the previous chapters, I have applied three approaches 
to the investigation of recent fictionalised life-writing in 
order to answer my main research question: how does 
contemporary biographical fiction, written under the 
influence of poststructuralist theory about the death of 
the subject and the author, relate to scholarly biography in 
terms of its construction of life stories? As I have shown in 
the chapter ‘Henry James: Spatial Images and the Making 
of Key Scenes’, biographical fiction may follow a scholarly 
biography in how it attributes symbolic meaning to the 
scenes it constructs, as well as in its referencing of the 
subject’s work. Spatial images, such as those o f Venice and 
Henry Jam es’s English home, Lamb House, structure texts 
and, thereby, suggest patterns in life stories. In biographical 
fiction, specific places are textualised and invested with 
symbolic meaning: they become lieux de mémoire. Often, 
the symbolising of historical places evokes the portrayed 
author’s own writing.
In ‘Robert Louis Stevenson: Writing the Author’s Life 
in Reference to the A uthor’s Fiction’ , I have traced the 
references to R .L. Stevenson’s writing in textualisations 
of his life. Biographical fiction may reference scholarly 
biographies, but it also frequently evokes the work of the 
authors it constructs as characters. A  literary biography
-  a scholarly biography about an author -  may turn its 
subject’s writings into intertexts through references to 
these writings in paratexts, but it may also adopt the style
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of the person it portrays, especially in key scene-making 
prologues. Biographical fiction takes this exploration of 
intertextuality further and, when dealing with authors, 
writes lives by rewriting other fiction -  including the 
authors’ own. It does not simply read the author’s writing 
biographically; neither does it merely interpret the 
author’s life through his work. Rather, biographical fiction 
about authors connects life and work without aiming to 
arrive at a definitive answer to the question how the two 
interact. It acknowledges that the interplay between life 
and work is as multi-interpretable as fiction.
The writing of the author’s life is often subordinated to 
the rewriting of his or her work, one of many indications 
that biographical fiction, despite being fascinated by 
authors, does not restore the author to the position he is 
given in the essay by Roland Barthes that proclaims his 
death: that o f god-like authority, of the origin of the text 
and the text’s meaning. In the wake of poststructuralist 
theory, the reader o f the author may claim the freedom to 
construct that author as a character and fictionalise his life 
story. Fiction about historical authors satisfies the desire 
for the author without completely overturning his death as 
pronounced by theory. Indeed, poststructuralist theory has 
paved the way for the fictionalisation of the author’s life 
story and the simultaneous rewriting of that author’s work.
Poststructuralist literary theory has not only made it 
possible to rewrite authors’ fiction while constructing 
the stories o f their lives, its dethroning of the author 
as the origin and ultimate giver o f meaning to texts has 
also provided the impetus for the probing o f the very 
private lives o f authors and their ‘warts-and-all’ portrayal. 
The demythologising of the ‘great’ is a tendency of 
contemporary biographical fiction I looked at closely 
in the chapter ‘Oscar Wilde: The Victorian Past as a 
Construct o f the Postmodern Present’ . A s it turned out,
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biographical fiction remythologises historical authors as 
much as it deconstructs their ‘greatness’. Wilde is almost 
always constructed as a character through fiction that 
references both his own writing and his self-performing as 
the author-Aesthete.
The late-twentieth and early-twenty-first centuries 
construct the nineteenth with knowledge of how the 
events that are described will end. The fact that Oscar 
W ilde’s life would end tragically is hinted at throughout 
the fiction I have read in detail: he is hom osexual and 
doom ed to die in exile even in the writing o f earlier 
episodes o f his life. Like some scholarly biographies, the 
novels and plays refer to or quote from texts that were 
written after the period in which they are set. Wilde may 
also appear in historical periods outside his own life span, 
or meet characters from different ages in a single scene. 
Sometimes, such anachronisms are used to remind readers 
o f W ilde’s fate: in those instances, anachronistic irony
-  the term I have chosen to represent this phenomenon
-  encourages readers to see what is happening to Wilde 
before 1895 in the light o f what that year’s ‘gross 
indecency’ trials revealed about the author’s private life.
The deconstruction o f the author’s ‘greatness’ offers 
the opportunity to draw long-forgotten historical figures 
from his shadow, or to tell the stories o f marginalised 
individuals in society. The author -  his life, his work, 
the interaction between the two -  then functions as 
the context for the emancipation of the traditionally 
underrepresented. The construction of Wilde the 
character may give a voice to individuals the Victorians 
defined as indecent and criminal, not in the last place 
to draw readers’ attention to societal injustices in their 
own time. Fictionalisation in life-writing also serves to 
democratise history and remember individuals about 
whom hardly any archival material exists.
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Further research may shed light on the question how 
the symbolising o f lieux de mémoire, both in biography and 
fiction, finds its origin in a portrayed author’s own writing, 
his or her self-fashioning or performance o f self. M ax 
Saunders’s Self Impression. Life-Writing, Autobiografiction, &  
the Forms of Modern Literature (2010), which describes and 
illustrates, amongst other things, the role o f fictionalisation 
in the self-representation of late-Victorian and Edwardian 
authors, is an im portant new text to read in this respect. 
Saunders, who defines life-writing as including scholarly 
biography, memoirs, dairies and journals, shows how turn- 
of-the century authors experimented with hybrid forms of 
biography and fiction, especially in their autobiographical 
writing. In Self Impression, he begins by investigating 
the argument “ that everything is autobiography” and 
concludes with the realisation “ that autobiography is (...), 
increasingly, fiction” (509-10).
I would also be interested in studying how an author 
o f biographical fiction tries to gain credibility as a writer 
o f another author’s life by identifying with the historical 
individual he or she constructs as a character. Author 
interviews, in which a writer o f the lives o f other authors 
may imply that his or her method is similar to that of 
his subject, should provide more insight into processes 
o f identification. In addition, it could be valuable to 
read biographical fiction with a view to gaining more 
understanding of how it constitutes a response to or a 
valuation of the portrayed author’s literary works.
The idea o f life-writing as rewriting, or even as rewriting 
across media, deserves to be studied more extensively as 
well. For instance, do film adaptations o f an author’s novels 
influence the writing of that author’s life in biographical 
fiction? The ‘Venice’ o f Iain Softley’s The Wings of the Dove 
(1998) possibly premediates the textualisation of the place 
in the novels that were written about Henry James only a
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few years later. Seemingly, the life o f the author is written 
in reference to the author’s work by way of an adaptation 
of that work. Studies o f the premediation of biographical 
fiction about an author by film adaptations o f this same 
author’s novels are few and far between. Dianne Sado ff’s 
Victorian Vogue: British Novels on Screen (2009), which deals 
with heritage film adaptations o f novels by, amongst others, 
Henry James and Oscar Wilde, presents a starting point for 
future research in this particular field.
The results o f my research may contribute to the 
investigation of life-writing as a multimedial field of 
biographical narratives, as it is pictured by John Keener 
in Biography and The Postmodern Historical Novel (2001), 
which, nevertheless, still very much focuses on fiction. New 
research, falling outside the scope of this dissertation, might 
direct its attention to the importance of intermediality in 
life-writing and include comic books, films and new (social) 
media as objects o f research. Work done on, for instance, 
the verbal and visual interface in the self-representation 
of women artists -  as collected in Sidonie Sm iths’s and 
Julia W atson’s Interfaces. Women, Autobiography, Image, 
Performance (2002) -  may inspire further inquiry into the 
significance of intermediality in the writing of lives. I agree 
with Nigel Hamilton that, “ new technologies, as well as 
ever-proliferating electronic media” have been “ [f]ueling the 
late-twentieth-century boom  in Western biography (2007:
222). But if his Biographers International Organization is 
willing to embrace ‘biography’ in film, as is stated on the 
BIO website, its members should not stop there and also be 
prepared to revise definitions of ‘biography’ that privilege 
the scholarly variety o f life-writing.
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SAMENVATTING
Dit proefschrift is het resultaat van onderzoek naar 
recente voorbeelden van zogenaamde ‘biografische fictie’: 
literaire teksten met personages die gebaseerd zijn op 
historische figuren.
In de inleiding van dit boek leg ik uit hoe ik tot mijn 
onderzoeksvraag ben gekomen, welke teksten ik zal 
onderzoeken en vanuit welke invalshoek ik dit corpus 
per hoofdstuk bekijk. Ik laat zien dat biografische fictie 
de afgelopen dertig jaar een grote vlucht heeft genomen 
en dat in Engelstalige fictie de Victoriaanse tijd en de 
auteur de meest populaire onderwerpen zijn gebleken. In 
de drie daarop volgende casushoofdstukken analyseer ik 
dan ook de fictionalisering van de levensverhalen van drie 
negentiende-eeuwse, Engelstalige auteurs: Henry James 
(1843-1916), Robert Louis Stevenson (1850-94) en Oscar 
Wilde (1854-1900). De hoofdvraag van mijn onderzoek 
luidt: hoe verhoudt biografische fictie van rond de 
millenniumwisseling zich tot de biografie in termen van het 
gebruik van narratieve technieken in het construeren van 
verhalen over ‘echte’ levens?
In het inleidende hoofdstuk breng ik in kaart wat er 
recentelijk over het onderwerp van mijn onderzoek is 
geschreven. Ik leg op basis van dat korte overzicht aan 
biografietheorie uit dat het zinvol is om niet langer de 
term ‘biografie’ te gebruiken als genre-aanduiding voor het 
gehele scala aan levensverhalen, een scala dat de laatste drie 
decennia beduidend groter en gevarieerder is geworden. Ik 
spreek in plaats van ‘biografie’ liever van ‘life-writing’ , een 
genre waarin verschillende vormen van levensbeschrijving 
op elkaar inwerken en vaak moeilijk te onderscheiden zijn. 
Het soort teksten dat je normaliter in de biografiesectie van 
de boekenwinkel aantreft noem ik ‘scholarly biographies’,
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terwijl teksten die historische figuren opvoeren als 
sprekende personages en geen verantwoording afleggen voor 
hun interpretatie van de levens die ze beschrijven onder 
‘biographical fiction’ vallen. Niet alleen de biografische 
roman is biografische fictie: ik betrek ook korte verhalen, 
drama en fictieve dagboeken, memoires en interviews in 
mijn onderzoek. Mijn corpus bestaat uit teksten van na 
1980, al zijn de meesten zelfs van na 2000. Het merendeel is 
Engelstalig, maar ik heb anderstalige teksten, waar relevant, 
niet uitgesloten.
In de drie casushoofdstukken wordt duidelijk dat 
biografische fictie in meerdere opzichten voortborduurt 
op vernieuwingen in de hedendaagse biografie, in 
‘scholarly biography’ dus. Zo is er de trend om een 
specifieke gebeurtenis uit het leven van een historisch 
figuur representatief te maken voor het hele leven. 
Biografieën beginnen steeds vaker met een sleutelscène, 
en ook biografische fictie richt zich doorgaans slechts op 
één periode in het leven van het onderwerp. ‘Scholarly 
biographies’, zeker als ze over schrijvers gaan, verwijzen 
daarnaast op vele manieren naar het werk van de 
geportretteerde, en dat geldt nog sterker voor ‘biographical 
fiction’. Als laatste gaan zowel biografieën als biografische 
fictie in toenemende mate op zoek naar de verhalen achter 
de successen van met name ‘grote’ mannen, en is er in 
beide speciale aandacht voor de historische figuren in de 
schaduw van deze ‘helden’. Deze drie ontwikkelingen -  de 
creatie van sleutelscènes, het verwijzen naar het werk van 
de geportretteerde en de emancipatie van vergeten levens -  
worden nader onderzocht in de hoofdstukken die volgen op 
de inleiding.
Het eerste casushoofdstuk heeft de fictionalisering van 
het levensverhaal van Henry James als onderwerp. Het is 
opmerkelijk te noemen dat James de afgelopen jaren zo vaak 
het onderwerp van biografische fictie is geweest. Steevast
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richten de teksten die ik heb gelezen zich op de ‘Engelse’ 
periode in het leven van de Amerikaanse auteur, en dan 
met name op de jaren waarin hij tijd doorbracht in venetië 
met de schrijfster Constance Fenimore W oolson en zich 
vestigde in Lamb House in Rye, Engeland. In het hoofdstuk 
analyseer ik hoe de fictie over Jam es’ latere leven van zowel 
venetië als Lamb House een geheugenplaats maakt en hoe 
de constructie van beide als geheugenplaats bijdraagt aan de 
structurering van het levensverhaal van de auteur.
Zoals blijkt neemt de fictie het toekennen van 
symbolische waarde aan ‘Venetië’ en ‘Lamb H ouse’ over van 
biografieën. Fictionele en non-fictionele teksten verwijzen 
graag naar de verhalen en romans van James in dit opzicht: 
Lamb House wordt bijvoorbeeld in beide vormen van 
levensbeschrijving geassocieerd met ‘Bly’, het spookhuis in 
Jam es’ beroemde verhaal The Turn of the Screw (1898). De 
meer fictionele teksten gaan echter veel verder met dit type 
verwijzen dan levensbeschrijvingen die herkenbaar zijn als 
biografie. Schrijvers worden opgevoerd als personages in 
verhalen die qua thematiek en schrijfstijl sterk aan hun eigen 
werk doen denken.
M ijn tweede hoofdstuk gaat over fictie waarin Robert 
Louis Stevenson personage is. In deze casus ga ik dieper 
in op de intertekstualiteit van biografieën en biografische 
fictie en behandel ik de vraag in hoeverre levensverhalen 
van historische auteurs hun eigen literaire werk (of 
correspondentie) herschrijven. Dit is ook het hoofdstuk 
waarin ik verklaar waarom de auteur een populair 
onderwerp is van hedendaagse biografische fictie. Na ‘dood ’ 
te zijn verklaard in de jaren ’60 van de twintigste eeuw, 
heeft de ‘auteur’ een comeback gemaakt, onder andere als 
personage in fictie. Biografische romans over auteurs doen 
de theorie van de ‘dode’ auteur niet teniet, ze maken juist 
gebruik van nieuwe inzichten in de status van auteurs en 
teksten. Biografische fictie over auteurs geeft de ‘auteur’
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terug aan lezers die niet kunnen leven met het idee dat hij of 
zij in alle mogelijke opzichten ‘dood ’ is; het brengt leven en 
werk opnieuw in verband met elkaar.
Biografische fictie verkent daarnaast het potentieel van de 
intertekstualiteit van ‘life-writing’ -  nog meer dan ‘scholarly 
biographies’ dat doen. In het geval van Stevenson wordt 
herhaaldelijk verwezen naar zijn twee bekendste teksten, 
Treasure Island  (1883) en Strange C ase  o f D r Jekyll and M r 
Hyde (1886). Het personage Stevenson komt met regelmaat 
voor in levensverhalen die eindigen op het ‘schateiland’ 
Samoa, o f in teksten waarin de auteur een Jekyll en Hyde- 
achtige gespleten persoonlijkheid heeft. Parateksten zoals 
boekomslagen, titels en inscripties zijn doorgaans de eerste 
aanwijzingen van het refereren van biografische teksten aan 
de fictie van Stevenson zelf. Het werk van de auteur speelt 
echter op meerdere manieren een rol in het construeren 
van zijn levensverhaal. Het herschrijven van Stevensons 
eigen fictie gaat soms zelfs voor op het historisch correct 
weergeven van gebeurtenissen in zijn leven: als het de 
herschrijving sterker maakt, worden gebeurtenissen op 
andere momenten in het verhaal verteld dan ze in realiteit 
plaatsvonden. Een conclusie van dit hoofdstuk is dat 
biografische fictie het werk van de auteur niet verklaart 
door te verwijzen naar zijn leven en dat het leven niet wordt 
begrepen in het licht van het werk. In fictie over historische 
auteurs reikt het werk eerder vorm en taal aan waarmee het 
leven beschreven kan worden.
De derde en laatste casus behandelt het Nachleben  van 
Oscar Wilde in romans, toneelstukken en gefingeerde 
autobiografieën. In dit hoofdstuk pak ik de vraag op die 
zich aan het eind van dat over Robert Louis Stevenson 
al aandient: heeft biografische fictie inderdaad meer 
aandacht voor de levens in de schaduw van ‘grote’ auteurs 
en hoe draagt het bij aan de emancipatie van vergeten of 
gemarginaliseerde historische figuren? Breekt fictie over
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auteurs daarvoor eerst de mythevorming rondom deze 
‘grote’ schrijvers af? Voordat ik de fictionalisering van het 
levensverhaal van Oscar Wilde bespreek, ga ik in op de 
kwestie waarom nu juist de Victorianen vaak het onderwerp 
zijn van herschrijving en biografische fictie. Vanuit het 
heden wordt de laat-negentiende eeuw in Groot-Brittannië 
gezien als een tijd die voorafgaat aan de eigen moderniteit; 
het Victoriaanse tijdperk wordt over het algemeen 
gesitueerd aan het andere einde van een eeuw -  de twintigste 
-  waarin emancipatie, democratisering en de seksuele 
revolutie ons brachten waar we nu zijn. Vooral wat seks 
betreft worden de Victorianen als ‘onm odern’ beschouwd. 
De manier waarop in het heden het verhaal van Wilde wordt 
verteld, maakt inzichtelijk hoe een historische periode een 
eerdere tijd construeert als zijn onmoderne tegenhanger.
In de biografische fictie over Oscar Wilde wordt vrij 
omgegaan met het weergeven van het verloop van tijd. Het 
personage Wilde duikt op in periodes waarin de historische 
Ierse auteur niet leefde, zelfs in de onze. Ook wordt het 
levensverhaal van Wilde niet zelden verteld door mensen 
die kennis hebben van de afloop van dé gebeurtenis die zijn 
leven zou tekenen: de rechtszaken van 1895 die eindigden 
met gevangenisstraf en dwangarbeid. In scènes die zich 
afspelen vóór deze gebeurtenis wordt continu naar ‘ 1895’ 
verwezen; hierdoor ontkomt de lezer van de fictie er niet aan 
om zelfs de jongere Wilde in de context van de rechtszaken 
te zien. Personages -  Wilde inbegrepen -  herinneren lezers 
aan het tragische einde van de auteur zonder zich dat 
te realiseren. De jongere Wilde citeert bijvoorbeeld uit 
gedichten die hij pas na zijn gevangenschap zou schrijven, 
een anachronisme dat de lezer wederom herinnert aan het 
latere leven van de estheet. De fictie over Wilde wordt 
gekenmerkt door dit soort momenten van ‘anachronistische 
ironie’, ook al doen zich soortgelijke scènes voor in de 
teksten over Henry James en Robert Louis Stevenson.
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De biografische fictie laat de ‘andere’ kant van Oscar 
Wilde zien: aspecten van zijn persoonlijkheid en gedrag 
die hem vooral menselijk in plaats van goddelijk-heroïsch 
maken. Toch blijft Wilde het ‘centrum’ van teksten die 
historische figuren in zijn omgeving tot hoofdpersonages 
maken -  al is het maar door de vele verwijzingen naar 
zijn werk. ‘W ilde’ kan ook dienen als de context van 
vertellingen die vergeten levens of gemarginaliseerde 
individuen beschrijven: in die gevallen is het relaas van 
zijn ondergang het kader van verhalen over mensen die 
zich in soortgelijke situaties bevonden -  o f bevinden, want 
hedendaagse fictie over laat-negentiende eeuwse auteurs gaat 
toch ook vooral over maatschappelijke kwesties die lezers in 
de één-en-twintigste eeuw bezighouden.
Mijn algemene conclusie luidt dat ‘life-writing’ 
gezien moet worden als een spectrum aan teksten die 
in verschillende gradaties gebruik maken van narratieve 
technieken en fictionalisering. De biografie en de 
biografische roman zijn gelijkwaardige producten van 
‘life-writing’; er is sprake van wisselwerking tussen teksten 
die herinneringen maken aan dezelfde historische figuur, 
o f deze teksten nu grotendeels fictioneel o f non-fictioneel 
zijn. Biografieën zijn geen romans en romans zijn niet 
ondergeschikt aan biografieën: alle vormen van ‘life-writing’ 
zijn intertekstueel, al zullen gefictionaliseerde levensverhalen 
de mogelijkheden van intertekstualiteiten vrijer verkennen. 
Toekomstig onderzoek moet uitwijzen hoe het begrip van 
‘life-writing’ als multimediaal veld toegepast kan worden.
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